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For to be free is not merely to cast off one’s chains,
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the freedom of others.
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Chapter One
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Jack

––––––––
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Voices echoed inside my head, reminding me of something. Something important... something I needed to do. 

Sunny. 

The memory of her screaming my name resounded through my head. Was I dreaming? I couldn’t be. The image of an arrow striking her side was too real to be a dream. 

I needed to get her. 

I struggled to stand, my heart pounding with the effort, but my body remained completely immobile. 

I couldn’t move!

Then it came back to me... an incredible burning sensation in my leg had made me collapse onto the ground. Is that why my legs wouldn’t move? No, because I also remembered a hand, with coarse black hair springing from the knuckles, wrapping around an arrow sticking out of my leg and ripping it out. I think I screamed. At least, I remembered the men closest to me ran, yelling something about me being awake. I hadn’t stopped to wonder why they were afraid of me; I just used the opportunity to get back on my feet.

Sunny and Ted were nowhere to be seen. Naoki, Talon, and Ryan lay on the ground, each with an arrow jutting from his leg.

Three men—recruiters Talon had called them—stood about twelve feet way, staring at me wide-eyed and openmouthed. I remembered ordering my feet to move, but the world had tilted at an odd angle and my eyes couldn’t focus on a straight path to follow. 

Then the three men had raised their bows at the same time and three arrows slammed into my chest. The pain had been excruciating, the sky the last thing I saw. 

Three arrows to my chest... 

This couldn’t be a dream because I had to be dead.

So why was I going to vomit?

As the first heave gripped me, my eyes flew open and I pulled myself up with the contraction. My hands were bound together behind my back and secured to something that restrained my movements. I turned my head to avoid puking on myself and smacked into a wooden rail. Aiming between the slats, I retched up something extraordinarily vile. It was thick and white with red streaks running through it. Just looking at it made me heave again.

“That is disgusting,” said an unfamiliar voice.

Someone else gagged.

I didn’t recognize the voices and my body was too focused on wringing out my stomach to pay much attention to their jeers of revulsion. I heaved until there was nothing left to retch and then, exhausted, I rested my forehead on one of the planks and cast a glance at them. One was a tall, lanky, middle-aged man with beige skin and an Adam’s apple that bobbed up and down as he swallowed. The other was a younger man, about my age, his eyes almost hidden behind a mop of dark curly hair. Each had a cross-shaped scar disfiguring his cheek. I recognized them as two of the men who shot me.

I closed my eyes as the realization that I was a prisoner sank in.

God, I was thirsty. And my head was pounding.

I sucked cool spring air deep into my lungs, and as I did the acrid stench of urine and animal dung hit me. A stain on my pants suggested where the smell of urine was coming from.

I looked around. Crammed in the wagon with me were Naoki, Ryan and Talon. Like me, their hands were bound and secured to the side rails. Unlike me, their lifeless bodies were slumped forward, lolling in rhythm with the moving cart—an open-topped wooden structure with four rows of planks making side rails. 

I didn’t see Sunny or Ted.

Where were they? Was Sunny safe?

A third man, walking on the opposite side of the wagon from the Adam’s Apple and the younger guy, quietly studied me with narrowed eyes. He was a burly individual, slightly shorter than average with black wavy hair peppered gray and slicked away from his face. A big, bushy mustache almost concealed the cross-shaped scar on his cheek. I recognized him as the third man who shot me.

Two enormous bears, their thick fur coats mottled brown and white, lumbered a short distance behind us, hauling a wagon. Four men walked alongside the cart, two on either side. 

Including my three captors, that made seven men, I thought. 

“You should be dead!” said Adam’s Apple. 

I looked down at the bloodstained holes in my shirt. So taking three arrows in the chest hadn’t been a dream, yet there were no visible wounds, only new skin. I figured it was either a miracle or Doc’s nanosurgeons.

“What is that?” asked the younger guy beside him.

Adam’s Apple looked at it, crinkling his nose in revulsion. “It looks like...” He paused, his face transforming into horrified surprise. “Devil’s blood.”

My mouth felt like every drop of saliva had been sopped up. I smacked my tongue against the roof of my mouth. Water. I needed water.

“I told you!” blurted the young man. “The stories are true. We should never have gone into that area of the mountains. Father Ryder’s going to be furious if we bring back a demon.” 

The mustached man walking alone on the other side of the cart chuckled without a trace of humor. “Demon,” he admonished. “More likely he’s a mutant from the scorchedlands. Maybe we even caught Yugo himself.”

Scorchedlands? Yugo? That was familiar, but... I shook my head, hoping to clear the thick fog that had settled there, and my eyes fell on Naoki. I couldn’t tell if he, Ryan or Talon were breathing. 

“Are they—” My voice rasped in my throat. Sucking in my cheeks, I probed the recesses of my mouth with a swollen tongue in search of even a drop of saliva, but only found the thick, sour paste of whatever I had just heaved up. “Are they dead?” 

“See how thirsty he is?” Mustache said. “Devil’s blood would have no effect on a demon, so he must be made of flesh and bone.”

I nodded my agreement. I was literally dying of thirst. “Water?”

Mustache shrugged. “Stop the cart,” he said. Adam’s Apple and the younger guy sped up and grabbed the ropes secured at the front of the cart as they chanted, whoa, whoa. Our wagon came to a slow halt. 

“Give him a ration, Sanjay,” Mustache said to the younger guy.

Sanjay shook his head. “I’m not going near him. You do it, Phillip.”

Adam’s Apple shook his head and took a step back. 

“Cowards,” Mustache muttered. “I’m not sharing payment if you’re not earning it.” He pulled a bottle from its holder on the side of the cart and approached me, eyeballing the puke still dripping from the slats. “Well, I’ll be. It does look like devil’s blood.”

I focused on the bottle, sitting up straighter in anticipation of a drink. 

The cart behind us rolled past. Two men were in the back, secured to the rails like us and barely conscious.

“You got a recruit awake already?” asked one of the passersby.

Sanjay nodded furiously. “We think he’s a demon.” 

“Scorchedlander,” Mustache corrected him. He pulled the top off the bottle and came within arm’s reach of me.

“I told you to stay away from that city. It’s the giant’s territory. You’re lucky to be alive,” the man said.

Now I remembered Yugo the Scorchedlander. He was a fabrication to explain the strange goings-on around our hidden biodome, like the mine tailings we dumped and, worse, our dead.

“Be careful, Hollywood,” Phillip said to Mustache. “Just in case...you know...he has evil powers.”

“I’m more afraid of him hurling again. I don’t want that stuff on me.” He gave me a curious look as he kept the water bottle close to his chest. “How’d you manage to throw it up?”

I dragged my eyes away from the bottle. “It?” 

“Devil’s blood. We coat our arrows with it. Puts a man to sleep for close to two days.” He motioned at the others in the cart with me. It was a relief to know they weren’t dead. “Except you. And I never saw anybody puke it up before.”

Silently I wondered if it was because of Doc’s nanobots or if I was just lucky. “I don’t know,” I croaked. “I’ve never heard of devil’s blood.”

Hollywood grunted something incoherent, and without coming any closer, he stretched his arm toward me and tipped the bottle. Water came dribbling out. I opened my mouth and scrambled to catch the thin stream, relishing the river of moisture that went rolling down my parched throat, washing away the paste. I fought the urge to close my mouth and swallow, too afraid he’d take the flask away. I choked it down and gulped for more. 

Then he snatched it away. “That’s enough for now.” 

I yanked against my bonds in a futile attempt to grab it back. “I need more.”

“Well,” he said, capping the bottle, “that all depends on you. If you behave yourself and do as you’re told, you’ll get more.” He sauntered toward the back of the cart. I watched the bottle go.

“You’re not really thinking of letting him join us, are you?” Phillip asked, his sunken eyes big with fear. 

Hollywood frowned. “No, he stays tied up.” He regarded me, his eyes meeting mine for a moment before he gave me an once-over. “But whether you live or die is up to you. And you can start by telling me where you got those fine clothes and”— he paused, pulling something from behind his back—“this.” My rifle. A semiautomatic made from reclaimed steel.

I looked down at my clothes. Army fatigues made of replicated material and thick-soled waterproof black boots with Velcro fasteners. Although I hadn’t been on duty when the recruiters had taken me, I was dressed in my military gear because they were the warmest clothes I owned. The early spring temperatures hovered around freezing, and I had planned to spend the day in the old city with Naoki and the others collecting artifacts. 

I took in my captors’ appearance. With the exception of my stolen coat, which looked completely foreign on Hollywood, they were all dressed similarly: pieced-together animal-hide jackets worn over plain clothes constructed of loosely woven cloth. I regarded Naoki, Ryan, and Talon, all dressed in animal skins too, although their similarly long twisted hair and unique camouflage tattoos streaked across their skin and clothes gave them a more uniform appearance. The only thing I had in common with my fellow recruits were the urine stains. 

Hollywood stared at me with an expectant expression. It occurred to me that by telling him the truth about where my clothes and rifle came from, I might stand a chance of convincing him to take us back. I was pretty sure he would be tempted by the promise of unlimited supplies. But I couldn’t tell how big an army they were, so there was no way I was going to lead them to the Dome... and to Sunny. Or at least to where I hoped she was.

An image of her being shot by an arrow ran through my head. I closed my eyes tightly to banish the vision. When I opened them, Hollywood was still staring at me, waiting for my response.

“I found them,” I croaked.

“Where?”

An empty cart pulled by two goliath bears rolled past us. The men walking alongside that cart—three of them—ogled the rifle appreciatively but didn’t say anything. That’s three more. We’re up to ten men, I thought.

Craning my neck, I tried to turn around and look in the direction we were headed to see how many more were up front, but the only sight that greeted me were the rumps of the two beasts hitched to our cart. With no way of determining how many of them there were, I had no intention of leading them back to our valley.

“I can’t remember.” As the swelling in my tongue receded, the pounding in my head increased. I didn’t know if the two were related.

Tight-lipped, he shoved the bottle back into the holder. That’s when it dawned on me that the bottle was made of plastic. 

“Maybe I found them in the same place you found your plastic bottle,” I said in the hopes it would earn me another drink.

Hollywood narrowed his eyes. “We didn’t find these bottles. We made them.” He ignored my look of surprise and turned his attention to Sanjay and Phillip. “Giddy up.” 

They snapped the ropes and chanted, “Giddeeeyup!” The beasts responded with deep, breathy huffs, groaning in disapproval, but the cart creaked forward. As Phillip and Sanjay secured the ropes to the cleats, I noticed the quivers for their arrows were made of plastic too. They knew how to make plastic? And yet their clothes—the very wagon I was being hauled in—looked a lot more primitive. 

As the cart rolled along the uneven surface of the forest, my head bumped against the rail. Grimacing, I used the excuse to lean forward so I could get a better view of my surroundings. We were following a rocky pathway dotted with trees still bare from winter but dense enough that the trunks presented an obstruction. On the left, the terrain rose into a rocky outcrop, and to our right it dipped straight down. I could hear water running and assumed it was a river. Two more carts pulled by bears were behind us as well as several men armed with bows and arrows.

“What are you doing?” Phillip demanded.

I faked stretching out my neck and leaned back against the rail. “Just trying to get comfortable.”

“You want to know why I’m not afraid of a freak scorchedlander?” Hollywood asked. I raised my eyebrows in mock expectation. He jabbed a dirty, stubby finger against his own chest. “Because we are an advanced society. You’ll see when we get home to New Canon.” 

Despite my aching head, overwhelming thirst, and imprisoned condition, I couldn’t help but smile at that. 

“You think that’s funny?”

“No,” I lied. “I was just thinking that if I had to be shot several times with arrows coated in devil’s blood, tied up, and thrown into the back of a cart to languish in my own piss while I die of dehydration, then I’m glad it was by an advanced society.” 

Hollywood gave a nod of approval. “It takes most recruits a while to figure that out. Maybe you’re not so stupid after all.”

***
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As the sun sank lower in the sky, snow started to fall. There were rumblings among our convoy about stopping for the night. Foot soldiers were sent to scout for a good place, and within an hour the wagons were pulling together in a circle to camp for the night. It was my first chance to see the entire group en masse. 

There were eleven carts, each hauled by two massive bears and escorted by three or four armed recruiters. Of the eleven carts, four contained prisoners (including ours), and seven were empty. In addition to the teams of recruiters escorting the wagons, there were approximately thirty armed men who didn’t appear attached to any one wagon. I wondered if they were guards or foot soldiers of some kind.

Hollywood was obviously in command of the team with our wagon. He sent Sanjay to collect firewood while Phillip was ordered to refill water bottles at the river. I noticed no one went to the river alone, but rather they stayed in groups. Hollywood remained with us and checked on Naoki, Ryan, and Talon, feeling for a pulse to make sure they were still alive. Then he turned his attention to taking care of the bears. 

Silently I observed the rest of the camp. There appeared to be a similar routine among the wagons carrying recruits. In two separate instances, a recruit was unbound and his lifeless body rolled out of the cart. 

“What’s with them?” I asked Hollywood.

He paused in his task of feeding the bears to level me with a hard glare, and I wondered if I had broken some tacit rule by speaking aloud without permission. Inching my chin a little higher, I held his gaze. Eventually he went back to tending the bears. “Dead.”

That was alarming. Some recruits never woke up from devil’s blood? I stared at my companions, making sure their chests were rising and falling. They were breathing. 

And then I watched a recruiter approach the dead body, axe in hand, and start chopping. The unbelievable horror of it stole my voice for a second before I screamed, “What the hell! Stop!” 

Hollywood was beside me in a flash. Last thing I saw was his hairy-knuckled fist. 
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Chapter Two
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Sunny

––––––––
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Eight days, twenty-two hours, and thirty-five minutes had passed since Jack had been taken, and during all that time I hadn’t been able to do a single thing to find him. I looked down at my belly, still flat and unchanged by the life growing inside me. It was difficult to believe that a tiny human being—an actual someone too small even to be registered a citizen in our still unnamed city—could actually be residing there. And yet this tiny little noncitizen was already a powerful force in my life. If not for him, I would have gone after Jack the moment I was able to stand up. Instead, I “took it easy” while anxiety ate away at my sanity. The worst part was the sitting around while every fiber of my being screamed at me to do something.

But that was all about to change. Doc had just declared the pregnancy a healthy one.

Using a damp towel, I washed off the ultrasound jelly and reached for my supersuit. A product of nanotechnology, each suit had been designed to work with the wearer’s DNA in what Doc called an intrinsic relationship. Although I would never pretend to understand just how they were engineered, Doc had said it often enough that I could recite it: using a molecular-sized hydraulic system powered by nanocrystal solar cells, the exoskeleton interacted with the wearer’s electrochemical impulses to enhance muscular strength, agility, and speed, and layers of nanoparticles gave the material shock-absorbing properties. I once marveled to Doc at the speed with which he came up with these suits, but he said the technology already existed in the computer banks and it was as easy as following a recipe. In fact, there was so much data on nanotechnology in the computer banks that Doc said he could never get through it all in his lifetime. 

I slipped into my exoskeleton, a sleek bodysuit with a high, loose-fitting collar that could be pulled up to protect my head and most of my face. Even though the garment was lightweight, it had excellent insulating capabilities and kept the wearer warm in cold weather and cool in hot. It was formfitting enough to be hidden under clothes, although I rarely wore it outside of Doc’s underground lab since he was adamant the technology remained secret. The suits were still being fine-tuned, so our small covert militia—a group of soldiers from the Pit with the sole purpose of defense against the bourge in the event of conflict—only wore them beyond the confines of Doc’s underground lab when taking them out to test their efficacy. Doc was a bit of a madman in his pursuit of perfection, always pushing the suit and wearer to their combined limits in order to make improvements. My mission to go find Jack would mark the first time an exoskeleton had been used in a real situation. 

I pulled my everyday clothes on over the suit and pushed aside the thin curtain that formed the only barrier between my examination room and the lab. The subterranean facility was well equipped but sparsely furnished, with only the necessities for personal comfort. Doc was sitting at his desk, the glow from his computer lighting his face with an unnatural luminosity in the dimly lit cavern. Between his government-backed research in genetics and his position on the Senate, Doc no longer practiced traditional medicine. I was his one exception, and that was only because the baby I carried could potentially have nanobots making up a portion of his DNA. I had to admit it scared me. Not only will my child be a half-breed in a society populated by bigots, but he might also be part engineered. Ultimately that was my fault, although I couldn’t find enough regret in my heart to feel guilty. If I were sent back in time right now, back to the day I used Doc’s cocktail to save Jack’s life, I wouldn’t change anything. In fact, I was running on the assumption that the microscopic robots were still doing their job and keeping my husband alive. 

Doc was completely absorbed in examining something and didn’t notice me entering the lab. I looked at whatever he was holding, unable to figure it out. It was there, and yet it wasn’t.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Doc almost jumped out of his chair. “I didn’t hear you,” he said. He hit a key on his keyboard just as he opened a drawer underneath the tabletop and stuffed whatever he was holding into it.

“What is that?” I repeated. 

His mouth was set in a firm line as he turned his attention to the computer monitor. “Here’s the first ultrasound picture.”

“I just saw you holding something that looked like a... a... mirror? Only it wasn’t a mirror because it was flexible, like cloth. What was it?”

The thin line of his lips pursed for a moment, and then he turned to face me. “I wasn’t quite ready to share it with anyone, but it’s my own fault for working on it while you’re around. I honestly became so engrossed I forgot you were here.” I didn’t take it as an insult. Doc was a bit of an absentminded scientist. “It’s called metamaterial. I found it in the memory banks a very long time ago and was intrigued. Admittedly, I am first and foremost a biologist, so it did require some study to understand transformation optics.”

“English, Doc.”

“A cloaking material. Invisibility,” he said.

I eyed him. Invisibility? “For real?” 

He nodded. 

“Can I touch it?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t want it damaged. When it’s ready, I’ll share it with the team.” He pointed to the computer monitor and the ultrasound picture. “Everything looks fine.” 

I looked at the fuzzy white blobs intermingled with dark areas, apparently a picture of the baby. It looked as abstract as I felt. 

“I wish I could tell you with absolute certainty that the threatened miscarriage was just your body’s reaction to whatever that arrow had been tipped with and the worst is over, but the truth is, I don’t know for certain.”

At the mention of the arrow, I instinctively touched my side. The wound was closed and leaving what promised to be a nasty scar. Whatever substance the recruiters had used on the projectile had put me to sleep for almost forty-eight hours. But the worst side effect had been all the bleeding. There had been so much blood that it was a miracle that I was still pregnant. Or perhaps this baby had inherited his daddy’s special DNA.

Squinting, I peered closer at the screen, trying to discern anything that might even remotely look like a tiny human being. Maybe if I could see his face... Doc traced the outline of one of the white blobs. “This is the baby,” he said. I shook my head, still not seeing it, still not making that motherly connection. What was wrong with me? Doc shrugged. “It was an old ultrasound machine I found in a supply closet. I knew the bourge wouldn’t miss it.” 

Since Doc didn’t want the bourge finding out about his lab, all of his equipment was “borrowed.” In the confusion of post-liberation, when equipment had been transferred out of the Dome to new facilities, it had been easy to redirect inventory.

“Can you tell by that picture if it’s... infected with nanobots?” I felt squeamish just saying it out loud.

Doc’s face broke into a rare smile. “Infected?” 

I smiled tightly as I fought the urge to snap at him. I had been under enough stress lately and could do without being made to feel like an idiot. 

“Molecular nanotechnology isn’t a biological invasion. I used Kenner’s own DNA to design molecules to repair tissue damage and fight off infection. Since they are capable of self-replicating, it’s a possibility that they could be passed to offspring.” He turned the monitor back to face him. “Unfortunately, only the blueprints for the technology were saved in the data banks, so there are no records of the outcomes or how widely used nanotech was before the War. Consequently, I don’t know if the molecules are capable of becoming a genetic trait.”

“So if the baby has inherited them, it wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing?” 

“Not a bad thing at all. If I can perfect this technology, then mortality rates will be greatly reduced.” His eyes shifted away from the monitor to look at me. “And I currently only have two test subjects: Jack Kenner and his baby. Since one is missing, I have a vested interest in preserving the other. If you can make it to twelve or thirteen weeks, your chances of a successful pregnancy increase significantly.”

“Twelve or thirteen weeks?” I echoed. Why did everything have to be so complicated? “But I’m only nine weeks, and Jack’s trail is getting cold.” 

Doc regarded me with an understanding, if not tolerant, expression. “Others have been out searching and they’ve found no sign of them. I don’t know why you think you’ll have better luck.”

“I’ll be with people who know their way around,” I said. “Now that the ice on the river is broken up, the Nation will begin their own search tomorrow. They have a guide, a former recruit who found refuge with the Nation fifteen years ago. He says he stumbled upon the Nation when he followed a river from Ryder’s city, and he’s pretty sure he can find the city again. I’m going with them, and Summer’s coming with me too.” I paused for a moment, knowing how protective Doc was about his technology. “And we plan on wearing our supersuits. I know you’ve said a thousand and one times not to reveal their existence because ‘it’s our advantage over the bourge,’” I said, making air quotes. “But at some point we actually need to test the suits in a real-life situation. And what better time than when we’re not with the bourge?”

Doc let out a disgruntled huff. “First, how many times do I have to tell you it’s an exoskeleton and not some cartoonish hero outfit? Second, if I can’t talk you out of going, then I want you to wear it. It’ll give you and Kenner’s offspring extra protection.” 

I snapped my head in his direction. “Kenner’s offspring?”

His expression turned to confusion and then transformed to horror. “It’s not someone else’s, is it?” 

“No!” I said incredulously. “It’s just...God, Doc, it’s a baby, not an experiment.” 

He seemed to be at a loss for a moment and then slowly understanding crossed his face. “So it is his child, and I was just being insensitive,” he said. I nodded and he let out a sigh of relief.

I still wasn’t used to Doc’s clinical demeanor, despite all the time we had spent together over the past ten months. As his handpicked leader for his techno-elite army in the rough, my time had been divided between this lab and my studies at the Academy. It had been a struggle, highlighted by the occasional meltdown where I may have said once or twice, “I quit!” Not to mention that at least half of the militia was made up of my friends, which really put me in an awkward leadership role. 

Yet there was something about Doc that touched my heart. Yeah, he was socially impaired, but maybe that’s why I felt the way I did about him. Having an IQ too high to be measured had earned him a life as a scientist in a bourge lab, isolated from his own kind, imprisoned by the threat that his infant son and wife would be executed if he didn’t do what he was told. He spent the next thirty years working in seclusion, and it had done things to his mind. Although his wife had been Culled when she reached the age of thirty-five, I found out his son was still alive and had a wife and daughter. Despite my urgings, Doc couldn’t bring himself to make contact. His son thought he was long dead, and in Doc’s opinion that was better than the truth.

Doc brought up a new ultrasound picture on the screen, which looked just as abstract as the first. “I was hoping to entice you to stay because your services may be required,” he said as he studied the picture. I noticed him peek quickly at me out of the corner of his eye.

“Is this about Leisel Holt?” I asked. He looked surprised that I knew. “Bron came to visit me. She said that Malcolm West brought Leisel in to take Jack’s seat in the Senate until Jack was either found or declared dead and a new election could be held.”

Doc leaned back in his seat and studied me for a moment. “So what are you going to do about it?”

My eyebrows shot up. “Me?” 

“You are the leader of our militia. A strategic strike would serve us well right now.”

As the meaning of his suggestion sank in, my mouth fell open. “You mean assassinate someone?” I searched his eyes, hoping to see a shocked response, but his expression confirmed my guess. “That’s an act of war. We kill one of them, they kill lots of us.”

“We’re not defenseless anymore. Maybe it’s time to give them a show of force.”

I almost laughed. For the past ten months a lot of my time had been spent learning the art of combat: through my studies at the Academy, which included two hours of martial arts and one hour of weapons training every day, and my time with the Nation, where I was immersed in martial arts, archery, and learning a form of meditation that aided me in memorizing each movement. And I considered myself still very much a student, not a master. Doc was expecting a miracle if he thought I had enough skill to whip an untrained militia into shape.

“The only advantage we have is our supersuits, but we still need to learn how to use them,” I said. “We’re not ready, Doc, and even if we were, killing is a last resort. I’m counting on our senators—you, David Chavez, and Martin Kenner—to block West. I mean, you were elected to look after our interests, right? And West has zero authority to bring Leisel in to claim Jack’s seat.” My words were harsh, and with anyone else I might have felt a little bad saying them, but I had never known Doc to be one for niceties.

“West is trying to twist the wording of our draft constitution, arguing that there’s a grandfather clause that gives the Holt family permanent presence in the government, no matter how that government is organized.” 

“Please,” I said, with dry sarcasm. “No one’s going to accept that. It’s beyond ridiculous.”

Doc sat up straighter. “Guess again. Powell’s backing him, and they had the House packed with supporters of the old regime. In fact, West took advantage of the situation to make a few grandstanding speeches against your husband’s politics, calling his move to eradicate the credit system communist in nature. He said fiscal policy is needed to stimulate growth and—get this—to keep freeloaders from developing in our society. Remind you of anything?”

That had my attention. The credit system was a relic of the treaty. A tool that worked in tandem with education to ensure the rich stayed rich, the poor stayed poor, and the slaves remained enslaved. We were constantly reminded in the Pit that freeloaders weren’t tolerated. If peace was ever going to be achieved, the credit system had to go. 

“Both the Pit and the Alliance are against keeping it, and together we far outnumber the old regime,” I said. “West won’t get away with it.”

“The Alliance?” Doc huffed. “Where were they last week when the riot broke out at the Employment Center? People died, Miss O’Donnell.”

I shrank away from the vengeance I saw in his eyes. “I didn’t know there was a riot,” I said. “What happened?” 

“Applications for the new coalmine were being accepted, and despite a lineup of applicants that ran two city blocks—the vast majority of whom had dark eyes—over ninety percent hired were bourge. Only a handful of experienced miners from the Pit were given jobs, and the only reason they were hired was to train the bourge how to mine!” One of Doc’s hands curled into a tight fist. “West and Powell have defended the Employment Center, stating that level of education has always been a more important qualification than experience.”

I shook my head in utter bewilderment. “What? If that’s true, then why weren’t the miners in the Pit given more education under bourge rules?”

“Under the terms of the treaty, the Pit operated under different rules. Now that the treaty is no longer in place, West and Powell are arguing that we all play by Dome laws.”

“But Jack’s campaign to change the laws to reflect liberation has received public approval.”

“It doesn’t take a lot of people to corrupt an organization. It just takes a few people in strategic positions. The ones doing the hiring were West supporters, and any bourge lucky enough to get a paying job wasn’t going to jeopardize it by sticking up for a bunch of urchins.”

Closing my eyes, I pinched the skin on the bridge of my nose hoping it might alleviate the headache I could feel coming on. “Why didn’t anyone tell me about the riot?”

“It happened the same day you were shot by that arrow, and you’ve been a little preoccupied since.” I opened my mouth to speak in my own defense, but Doc brushed me away with a wave of his hand. “I’m not blaming you. You’ve had quite a week. And as you’ve pointed out, it’s the job of our senators to represent our interests in government. I just wanted you to know that Senator Chavez and I did our due diligence and demanded answers from West about the riot in the last Senate meeting.”

Frustrated, I drew in a deep breath and blew it out. It all just made finding Jack that much more of a priority. 

“What about Jack’s father? What does he have to say about all this?” I asked. I was still trying to figure out Martin Kenner. He had dropped by our house a number of times over the past ten months, usually after a Senate meeting on his way home to his suites in the Dome. Although he always had a few polite words to say to me, actual conversation was reserved for his sons. 

Doc shrugged. “Martin Kenner rarely speaks out, but he’s a bourge, so I’m left to assume he’s pro-West.”

I wished I could claim that wasn’t true, but I honestly had no idea where Martin’s loyalties lay. The Kenners had always been the head of Liberty—an organization with the goal of taking down the Holt regime and restoring democracy. But after some of the conversations I had overheard, it seemed to me that Jack’s parents’ idea of “restoring democracy” was synonymous with one of their sons taking over as sole president. They hadn’t really declared how they felt about Liberty uniting with the Pit to form the Alliance. 

“All the more reason for me to find Jack and bring him home. In the meantime, fight fire with fire and rally the Alliance for the next Senate meeting. The House is where this fight should be fought—using words, not weapons.” A wave of revulsion washed over me at the memory of our last conflict with the bourge. Far too many people paid with their lives to achieve freedom, but at least I could put the blame on a crazed dictator. We didn’t have that excuse this time around. 

Doc opened his mouth to say something, seemed to reconsider, and closed it, his face set in disappointment. 

A buzzing filled the cavern, making both of us jump. Doc reached out and pressed a key on his computer. A picture of Reyes Crowe, standing at the door of the lab, loomed up on the screen.

“What’s he doing here?” I asked. “Is the militia scheduled for testing tonight?”

“I invited him,” he said, pressing another key that unlocked the lab door.

I eyed Doc suspiciously. “Why?” The computer screen went back to the ultrasound picture, and I reached for the keyboard to make it go away. Only a few people knew about the baby, and I wanted to keep it that way for now. 

“I want him to go with you on the search for Kenner.”

“Wha—” I began, but Reyes walked in, his six-foot-four-inch frame dwarfing the low ceiling lab. 

Reyes had always been an imposing figure, but a life of freedom under a rejuvenating sun had been particularly kind to him. It’s not that I was attracted to him again. Even if I hadn’t found my soul mate in Jack, things would never have worked between Reyes and me. He was too pigheaded for my liking. But I would have to be blind not to see that the tall lanky boy I had been engaged to had grown into a striking man. A diet of real food—not the fortified leftovers they fed us in the Pit—had bulked up his already brawny frame, and it was difficult not to appreciate how his sun-bronzed skin gleamed tautly over the well-defined muscle. His black hair was cut shorter than he’d worn it in the Pit, but he kept his signature long curls that flopped across his brow, softening his otherwise overpowering masculinity. 

“Thanks for coming,” Doc said, standing to welcome him. He motioned toward a chair.

“What’s going on?” Reyes asked, looking back and forth at Doc and me as he sat down.

“Miss O’Donnell is insisting on joining a search party for Jack Kenner,” Doc said, resuming his seat. “Since she’ll be carrying precious cargo, I need a bodyguard to accompany her.”

I sat back, crossing both my arms and legs. “I don’t need a bodyguard.”

Reyes looked at Doc, his eyes narrowed. “You want me to go?” 

“You’re the best choice,” Doc said.

“Excuse me,” I said. “I appreciate your concern, Doc. Honest. But I’ll have Protectors from the Nation with me. I’ll be safe.”

Reyes opened his mouth to say something, but Doc cut him off. “Look at him.” He waved a hand in Reyes’ direction. “He’s the size of an army tank. Wearing one of my exoskeletons, he’s the best possible weapon you could have.”

“I’ll be wearing my own supersuit and more than capable of looking after myself. Besides, I’m sure Reyes has better things to do.”

“Can I say something?” Reyes cut in. We both looked at him. He turned his attention on me. “Look, I know things aren’t exactly comfortable between us, and I honestly couldn’t care less about Kenner, but ever since we left the Pit I keep wondering what’s beyond the mountains. I want to know what’s out there, so, yeah, I’ll go.”

That caught me off guard. I figured he would agree that it was a bad idea. He and I weren’t exactly friendly—he and Jack even less so. 

“Reyes, this isn’t going to be a hike through the woods. I’m going out to look for Jack and, frankly, I’m not coming back until I find him. I don’t care if I run out of food packs or water filters. I’m prepared to risk radiation poisoning and anything else that might threaten me, including recruiters or those radioactive mutants from the scorchedlands the People are always talking about.”

Narrowing his eyes, he rested his hands on the tops of his thighs and leaned toward me. “So you’re saying I’m not...what? As brave as you?”

I drew in a deep, calming breath and let it back out. “You just said yourself you couldn’t care less about Jack, which tells me you’re not exactly dedicated to the cause.”

He drew his eyebrows together in a familiar frown that brought back a few bad memories. “I also said I want to know what’s out there.” Then the crease of his brow softened and he snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Wait a minute. This is about you going off to save the world all by yourself again, isn’t it?” He stood up, shaking his head at me. “God, you haven’t changed.”

I got to my feet and faced him. “What is that supposed to mean?” I instantly regretted asking him. There was no point in talking to Reyes when he was angry. I put up my hand to stop his next words. “Forget I asked. I don’t want to know.”

“Doc asked me to go, so the decision is mine.”

I pointed a finger at him, about to make a hot retort, but his words made me clue into something. Reyes wearing an exoskeleton was Doc’s best weapon, so without Reyes, it was less likely Doc would attempt a strike against the bourge while I was gone. 

I dropped my finger and leveled my best glare at him. “Make no mistake, Reyes, this is my mission. I’m in charge.”

He looked down his nose at me, lips curving into a half smile. “Okay,” he said with a shrug of indifference. “You’re in charge.”

Doc came to his feet, a satisfied smile on his face. “It’s all settled then.”

I looked from one man to the other, suddenly struck by how easily that all had gone.
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I walked across the threshold of the home I shared with Jack, his brother Ted, my mother, and my best friend Summer. There were no lights on, but that only meant that Ted wasn’t home. Like me, Summer and my mom were more comfortable in a dimmer setting. I knew my mom was working tonight. She washed dishes at the Pub House, which used to be the Mess before liberation, and it didn’t close until midnight. I didn’t expect her home for at least another two hours. 

“Summer?” I called out into the quiet.

There was a rustling upstairs, and then she peeked over the railing. I smiled up at her, happy to see a healthy glow returning to her cheeks. She was now eight days sober. Her unexpected rehabilitation had started when she decided not to leave my side in the hospital, where the only available alcohol was the kind used as antiseptic. The second day without a drink, her hands began to tremble, and by that evening she was in bad shape. It earned her a hospital bed of her own and intravenous drugs to help take the edge off. She hadn’t taken a drink since, but Doc told me it was still early days for her. Which was why I wanted her to go on this mission with me and be far away from temptation.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“Doc said I’m in the clear. I’m good to go on the search. Are you ready?”

“Just about.” 

“Have I ever told you that you’re the bestest friend in the entire world?” I asked.

She smiled. “Once or twice.”

“I’ll go grab my backpack and we’ll get going,” I said, heading toward my room.

I walked into our bedroom—the one I shared with Jack—my eyes immediately going to the small pile of clothes on the floor to make sure they were still there. They were his clothes, cast aside on our last night together. A part of me knew leaving them there was irrational, but they somehow kept his presence alive. So I left them untouched, exactly as he had thrown them, with the exception of his shirt. That was tucked under my pillow, his scent still lightly clinging to it, and whenever I closed my eyes and breathed it in, I could imagine he was lying right next to me. I snatched it from under my pillow and stuffed it into my backpack.

The pack had been ready for days, hidden in my closet because it was made of the same nanotech material as my suit, and jammed full of everything I could fit in it: two flasks with extra water filters, enough dehydrated food packs to last me a month, and a large insulated blanket that could double as a tent with a little ingenuity. I shrugged it onto my shoulders, feeling its weight settle on my back, and a thrill of nervous excitement shot through me. Finally, the search was about to begin. 

I paused for a moment to look down at my belly, wondering if I should share the importance of this momentous occasion with “Kenner’s offspring.” I eyed the open door of my bedroom, not really wanting to get caught talking to myself. Maybe I could just think it? I mean we were sharing the same body, right? Maybe he could hear my thoughts.

Hey little guy, I began. We’re going on an adventure to look for your dad. Don’t worry, because we’re going to find him and bring him home. 

I patted my tummy, took one last look around our bedroom, squared my shoulders, and strode out into the living room just as Ted came through the door. My heart sank. I was hoping to leave without running into him.

Despite his tired, haggard appearance, he managed a smile for me. “You’re up late. Is everything okay?” His eyes immediately went to the vicinity of my stomach. Ted had become really obsessive about the pregnancy. Almost annoyingly so. 

“There’s nothing to worry about,” I reassured him. “The ultrasound went fine, and Doc declared me healthy.”

He seemed to relax until he saw the backpack. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to the Nation to stay a few days,” I lied. 

As if on cue, Summer appeared and began to descend the stairs. She was dressed similarly to me, complete with full backpack. “Ready to go,” she said but stopped midway on the staircase when she saw Ted.

I rolled my eyes. Her timing couldn’t have been better. 

Ted looked from me to Summer and back again, narrowing his eyes. “You’re going out to look for him, aren’t you?”

Ted had already been out searching for his brother and had come up empty. His search party had found the recruiters’ campsite but not much else. I interrogated him after, asking where they’d looked, how far they had ventured, and whether or not there was any sign of which direction Jack and the others had gone, but he always said the same thing—the ground was frozen when Jack, Naoki, Ryan, and Talon had been taken, so there was little in the way of prints to follow. The search hadn’t lasted more than four days, so I knew they hadn’t strayed very far. To be fair to the searchers, the weather hadn’t been great. A few nights had started out with rainstorms that changed to freezing rain and snow by nightfall, turning the ground to ice. For people born and raised inside a Dome, that kind of exposure was suicidal. 

“Ted, I’m a big girl and I can make my own decisions. Please stop worrying about me.” 

“But you don’t need to go. Alex and Hayley set out yesterday with a few soldiers. They’re searching the west side of the mountain.”

“The more searchers we have, the better,” I said and started toward the door, anxious to get out of there before my mother showed up too.

Ted closed the door and put a hand up. “Sunny—wait.” I stopped, and he took a few steps toward me, which allowed me to step around him. I reached the door just as Summer finished descending the stairs. “Please!” he said. The desperation in his voice made me turn and face him. “The baby might be the last piece of my brother left in this world.” 

The set of his face, the pleading in his eyes, and the reminder that I may never see Jack again was a crushing blow to my heart. Tears stung my eyes and for a split second my resolve faltered. But then I reminded myself Doc’s nanobots were most likely keeping my husband alive. That was information Ted didn’t know and wasn’t taking into account. 

I cleared my throat in an effort to dislodge the lump pressing in on my voice. “I’m sorry, Ted. I have to do this.”

He exhaled a sigh of defeat. “Then just give me one minute before you go. Just one minute.” 

He was making that face—the one that made him look exactly like his brother. My hand was already resting on the doorknob, but I paused in opening the door. “One minute.” 

“You know I’m working on the AV-22 Project, right?” 

I nodded. Also known as an Osprey, the AV-22 was a cross between a helicopter and a fixed-wing aircraft that the Air Force was busy replicating. Ted was a gaming junkie—it was rare to see him without a tablet in his hand playing something—so it hadn’t come as a surprise to learn he had specialized in air combat at the Academy. Since aviation wasn’t actually possible inside the confines of the Dome, “training” consisted of learning to fly via a life-size simulator, otherwise known as a fun way to spend a school day. And apparently he was really good at it, so when the Dome was liberated and the Air Force could finally begin to rebuild its wings, he was a natural selection for pilot.

“The first test flight is scheduled to take place in three days’ time, and I promise you, Sunny, that as soon as I can fly it, I’ll convince them to let me take it to search for Jack.”

I gave him a sad smile and shook my head. There were far too many ifs that plan for me to put faith in it. “Like I said, the more people we have out looking for him, the better.” 

I opened the door and walked out, Summer close on my heels. 

“I can’t stop you from going, but can you wait two seconds for me to give you something?” 

“Really, Ted?” I asked in an exasperated voice. 

“I’ll be right back.” 

He ran inside the house, and I waited impatiently. Summer walked to the curb and got on her bike. A few minutes later, Ted ran out the door carrying his own backpack.

“You’re coming?” I asked. 

He set his pack on the sidewalk and opened it. “No. I’m serious about the Osprey almost being ready.” He produced a large barreled gun from the pack. “It’s a flare gun. Every soldier who leaves the valley carries one in case they get lost so they can signal searchers. You hear an aircraft, shoot a flare into the sky.”

I took the gun, examined it for a moment, and put it in my own backpack. “Thanks, Ted,” I said zipping it up. “I promise I’ll stay safe and do everything I can to bring your brother home.”

And then he hugged me. Ted had never hugged me before, and I almost drew away in my surprise. “I know you will,” he said.

He let me go, picked up his pack, and went back into the house. I turned and headed for my bike with a sense of elation. After weeks of waiting for this day to come, I was finally going to look for Jack, and nothing was going to stand in my way.
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Chapter Three
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Jack

––––––––
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If my head hadn’t been booming hard enough from the devil’s blood, it was splitting after Hollywood knocked me out. My eyes kept straying to where the body had been. It was gone, but a bloody mess had been left behind, so I knew I hadn’t imagined it. I still wasn’t sure why they would chop him up. Fish had been caught and were roasting on sticks over the fire, and I heard someone had caught a river rodent, which apparently was meat prized over fish. The one thing I was glad not to see on a spit over a fire was an arm or leg. But what had they done with the body?

It was close to morning when Naoki regained consciousness. The camp was already starting to rouse, and Hollywood ordered Sanjay to give Naoki a drink. As he received his small ration, I watched the clear, life-giving liquid trickle into his mouth. My lips parted in anticipation of a drink even though I knew none was coming my way. All too soon the bottle was taken away. Naoki begged for more.

“Cooperate, and you’ll get more,” Hollywood informed him. “Act up like this one, and you’ll get none.”

I needed water. 

Sanjay frowned at Hollywood. “Are you going to let him die?” he asked, motioning to me.

Hollywood faced Sanjay, hands on hips. “Is that your business?”

Sanjay sucked in his bottom lip. “Sorry, Hollywood. It’s just... well... I know treasure when I see it, and him and his clothes are valuable.”

Hollywood narrowed his eyes. “My rig, my decision. You don’t like it, go sign on with someone else if they’ll take you.” Sanjay dropped his gaze and put the water bottle back in the holder. “Ingrate,” Hollywood muttered. 

“He’s got a point,” Phillip said. 

Hollywood sneered at Phillip and then shifted his gaze to me. With a flick of his head, he grunted and then walked away.

Naoki’s eyes were closed, and I tapped his foot with mine. He opened his lids to reveal bloodshot eyes.

“You going to make it?” I whispered.

“I’m so thirsty,” he breathed. 

“Me too.” I tried not to think about the dead recruit being chopped up. Had he died of dehydration? 

“How far are we? Can you see our mountain peak?”

I shook my head. “We’re a few days away from it.”

Naoki’s bloodshot eyes widened. “Days?” 

“I don’t know where we are, but I think we’re headed south,” I said and motioned toward the burgeoning glow of the sun. 

Naoki nodded. “Do you think they’ll come looking for us?”

I was pretty sure he was talking about my people and not his. The Nation had a set way of doing things. The Elders would gather, discuss the situation and take a vote on whether it was safe to launch a search or if they would just be putting lives at risk needlessly. On the other hand, my people would scramble to get a search party out looking with no clue as to what they were doing. When it came to technology, we were more advanced, but our dependence on that technology limited us. We were still very much tied to the Dome to produce radiation-free food and water for our survival, so the odds of a search party straying very far was slim. Air travel would one day help us explore beyond the valley, but I had no idea when production of the Osprey would be completed. 

Then there was the Pit. I wasn’t supposed to know about Doc’s exoskeletons, but since Sunny headed up their elite militia, of course I did. If she was still alive—and God, I wished I knew—she would come looking for me. It’s not that I wanted her to risk her life. I just knew my wife.

Naoki was still looking at me, waiting for my answer. I’d been so lost in my thoughts, I’d almost forgotten he’d asked it. “Maybe,” I said.

The caravan was packed up and ready to pull out by the time the sun crested the horizon. Hollywood left us to meet with a group of other men, whom I assumed were the leaders of the individual carts. I was trying to overhear their conversation when Ryan started waking up, begging for water. At the sound, Hollywood turned in our direction and motioned for Sanjay to give him a drink. It was cruel to the rest of us to watch the clear, cool liquid being poured in Ryan’s mouth. Not that I resented Ryan for getting water; it’s just that it had been so long since my last sip.

Sanjay stole a nervous look in Hollywood’s direction and then tipped the water bottle to my mouth. I gulped, trying not to make any noise or draw any attention. All too soon, the bottle was gone. Sanjay was obviously a good man to have on my side, so I squelched the urge to ask for more and instead mouthed a sincere thank you. I could tell by the appreciative glint in his eye that my gratitude was well received.

Sanjay looked around again and then whispered, “Can you tell me where you got the gun and those clothes?” His eyes were practically gleaming. “We searched that old town where we found you, but we didn’t find anything.”

Were my clothes and rifle really that important that they’d stopped long enough to search the buildings? Then I remembered we’d stashed the bikes just outside of town. We had approached the city from the direction of the Dome—from the southeast. Would they have found the bike tracks leading back to the Dome? Not that I would care if this small ragtag group found our city. They wouldn’t stand a chance against us. But if they found the city and took that information back to their so-called advanced society, that might be a problem. I didn’t know how big an army we were up against. It was an alarming thought, but I reminded myself that if they had found the bikes, they would have taken them. I checked around the camp to make sure. No sign of the bikes, and no one had mentioned them. 

But I was well aware of how much the rifle and my clothes meant to these recruiters. I looked at Sanjay conspiratorially. “Help me get out of here and I’ll lead you to where I got them,” I whispered. “There’s so much treasure that you’ll own your own rig in no time.”

Sanjay shifted and flicked a nervous glance at Hollywood. “You mean just us?” His eyes returned to me. 

“Just us,” I confirmed.

He bit his bottom lip, and then he shook his head. “Too many cats. We wouldn’t make it very far.”

Cats? I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but I didn’t want to get sidetracked. Hollywood might be back any minute, and I would lose the opportunity to convince Sanjay. I motioned to Naoki, Ryan, and Talon. “They can come too.”

He surveyed my fellow recruits and then his eyes flew back to mine, a note of suspicion in them. “You’re just playing with me.”

“I’m not. I swear,” I said. “I know where there’s a whole—”

Sanjay cleared his throat and affected a stern look. “Like the boss says, cooperate and you can have more.” He walked around the cart to Talon. “Got another one waking up,” Sanjay said to Hollywood as he came up to us. 

I hadn’t noticed Talon waking up. That meant all of us were alive and accounted for. 

A deep booming voice rang out across the camp, telling everyone to move out. As our wagon jerked into motion, I fixated my eyes on a distant mountain peak and wondered if that was the Dome and whether I would ever see it again. 
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Even without my warm coat, I welcomed the early spring storms that slowed our progress. For one thing, every step we took carried me farther away from home. For another, my need for water was more acute than my constant shivering from the cold. Whenever it rained, all four of us threw our heads back with mouths opened to catch as much as we could. 

They only gave us three small rations of water per day and one evening ration of food. Twice a day, we were each let out of the wagon to relieve ourselves while under guard. It was almost pointless, considering our dehydrated, malnourished bodies had little waste to get rid of. Still, I welcomed the opportunity to stand up and test the strength of my legs. 

Ryan railed the most against being shackled, uttering expletives against our captors until he was exhausted. Talon was quiet. Naoki and I were observant, waiting for an opportunity to escape. So far, none had come. Our hands were secured behind our backs in such a way that too much movement not only tightened our plastic binds, but also painfully wrenched our arms. 

From the bits of conversation we overheard, recruits were valuable cargo and a recruit wearing synthetic fibers even more so. Almost everyone in the camp had stopped by to admire my rifle, and on a few occasions, I braced myself for it to go off. I couldn’t remember if I’d had a chance to unlock it before they shot me with devil’s blood. My guess was no because so far no one could fire it, and the men were debating whether it was even operational. Hollywood insisted it was the real thing and that it was going to earn him a huge reward from Father Ryder. But his fellow recruiters refused to believe it was anything more than some kind of plastic relic. Even I scratched my head over that one. How could they confuse steel with plastic?

The position of the sun indicated we were moving south-southwest. A wide river ran to the east of us, and the caravan never strayed far from it. Even when the river wasn’t within sight, we could hear it, and the image of all that cool, fresh water rushing down the mountain occupied my thoughts. Today it sounded louder than usual. 

“Wake up!” Hollywood yelled at us as we broke out of the forest into a clearing by the river. The terrain was a relatively flat mix of wet, grainy sand and rounded stones. 

We all perked up. They didn’t usually bother waking us when they stopped to replenish water supplies. Naoki’s face creased with worry. 

“What’s going on?” I asked Hollywood.

“You get what’s called a hygienic break,” he said.

Phillip smiled, showing more gum than teeth. “Yeah, we finally get to wash the stench off you.” He waved a hand in front of his nose.

Ryan sat up even straighter, the gleam of freedom in his eyes. I nudged him with my elbow and shook my head almost imperceptibly, knowing Hollywood didn’t miss a thing. Ryan’s obvious anticipation was going to get him into trouble. 

The entire caravan made its way close to the shoreline. During our journey down the mountain, the river had maintained a thin, mottled cap of ice. But here it flowed unrestricted and, it seemed, in greater volume. 

“The snow and ice are melting,” Naoki said, motioning with his head toward the top of the mountain. “Spring floods will start soon.”

That’s why there was little vegetation here. It was a floodplain. Having grown up inside a biodome, I had never witnessed spring coming to the land.

The guards and foot soldiers took turns bathing. They stripped naked despite the cold wind and even colder water, laughing and joking in their now-familiar, obscene way. When the first group had finished, they dressed and tended the bears while the second group bathed. After all the recruiters had washed, they started on the recruits. The foot soldiers served as backup to our personal armed escorts. 

Our hands were not unbound, just unhooked from where we were tethered to the cart. As Ryan hopped down from the wagon, I observed him surveying the area around us, his gaze darting from the river to the forest and back again. But too many archers stood between the water and the trees. As soon as I caught his eye, I subtly shook my head and pointed with my chin toward the water. Naoki was watching us and tapped Talon with his elbow to get his attention. Our best chance for escape was the river. The current was swift and would carry us away quickly; although with our hands bound, it could be suicide. 

Turning my face downward, I said in a barely audible whisper, “Follow my lead.” Naoki nodded. 

Our escorts started herding us toward the water. 

Then Ryan head-butted Sanjay and bolted for the trees. 

Hollywood and Phillip unsheathed their knives and grabbed Naoki and me. Talon took a step back toward the cart. “Don’t move,” Hollywood warned him. Within seconds archers surrounded us.

Ryan kept running, hands tied behind him, and at first no one stopped him. They just laughed. He’d almost made it to the tree line when a foot soldier stepped out to block his way. But that didn’t stop Ryan. He tucked into a shoulder roll, evading an arrow speeding toward him, rolled right back onto his feet, gave the guy a roundhouse kick to the head, and sent him flying. Two more foot soldiers came at him from either side, and Ryan ran three steps up the trunk of a tree, flipped, and landed on one of them with his legs wrapped around the man’s neck. 

Hollywood released me and grabbed his bow. Before he could take aim at Ryan, I shouldered him and sent him into the side of the cart. Someone else took a shot at Ryan and an arrow ripped through his thigh and into the neck of the soldier he was strangling. They both went down.

Hollywood righted himself and hauled back a fist aimed for my head, but before he could release it, someone yelled and startled him.

“Who shot that?” an angry voice demanded. He was looking right at Hollywood. He took a few steps toward our cart, his eyes never leaving Hollywood. “I said, who shot that arrow?”

One of the armed escorts from an empty cart stepped forward. “I did.”

After a brief staring competition, Angry Man turned on his heel and faced the guilty escort. “What the hell were you aiming for? You shot a perfectly good soldier in the neck!” The soldier was on the ground, blood gurgling from his gaping mouth.

The escort’s eyes widened. He seemed scared and confused. “We’re supposed to hit recruits in the legs so we don’t kill them. That’s what we’re always told.”

Angry Man shook his head and went back to where Ryan and the foot soldier lay on the ground. He tore the arrow from Ryan’s leg, and Ryan didn’t move. I hoped it was just the effect of the devil’s blood.

Hollywood cuffed me. “Get them back in the wagon,” he ordered Phillip and Sanjay. He walked toward Angry Man, pointing at Ryan. “Kane, with all due respect, he’s still my bounty.”

“Looks to me like your bounty escaped and someone else got him.”

Hollywood stopped a short distance from him. “Rules are rules. We can take it up with Father Ryder when we get back.”

Kane hesitated, but then kicked Ryan. “Have him. Ajuns are worthless anyway. Especially Ajuns who run.”

Phillip and Sanjay pushed us into the cart, secured us, and went back for Ryan. An argument broke out over whether or not the other cart owners—captains as they were referred to—were going to be compensated for the loss of the foot soldier. Hollywood stomped back to us, opened the wooden box built into the wagon, and took out some computer tablets. I recognized mine right away. They must have gone through my pockets to find it. The others were probably the dead ones that Naoki and Ryan had found. Hollywood gave them to Kane to distribute.

He returned to the cart in a foul mood and punched me in the shoulder. I noted it wasn’t in the head. I also noted that even though I had shouldered him to keep him from shooting Ryan, the worst punishment I received was a punch in the shoulder.

I was getting a greater sense of my worth.
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Chapter Four
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Sunny

––––––––
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Water. Why did we have to travel by water?

The river was swollen by the spring melt and traveling at a greater velocity than I could ever remember seeing it before. Of course, it was my memories provoking the fear in me. I had very nearly drowned in that river during our escape from the bourge last year. If it had not been for Jack’s knowledge of first aid, I would have died. He was able to accomplish the miraculous: restore the breath the water had stolen from me. And as I assessed our search party, I realized there was no one among us with first aid training. Provided the river didn’t pose the biggest threat, we were a capable team: Jin-Sook was a fierce warrior of Protector status with the Nation; Eli, our guide, was a slight man and older, but Dena had assured me he was capable of looking after himself; and Summer, Reyes, and I were all dressed in the exoskeletons that made us strong, fast, and impervious to bullets and arrows. 

Yet, as I eyeballed the two hollowed-out logs Jin and Eli had brought as boats, I wondered if the river would indeed pose the biggest threat. 

Besides the five who made up our search party gathered at the river’s shore, Dena had come to say farewell, with Willow tagging along. I had met Willow on only a few occasions but knew her well enough to know that she was always trying to find a way to promote herself to the status of Protector. Since Dena was head of the Nation’s military, Willow liked to stay close to her, always trying to find ways to impress her. 

I knew Dena much better. Over the past ten months, Jack and I had become good friends with she and her wife, Yean-Kuan, although I was always conscious and respectful of Dena’s status within the Nation. The Nation was comprised of six barangays, each one headed by an Elder. Together, the six Elders formed the government of the entire Nation. Dena was, in my opinion, the wisest of all six (and a trusted advisor to Senator Jack Kenner), as well as the fiercest military leader I had ever known. The fact that she was giving us a personal send-off told me just how important this search was to the Nation. The recruiters had taken Naoki, Ryan, and Talon too, and it was causing chaos. Not only were the People grief-stricken by the loss of their brothers, but they also feared the recruiters might still be in the area. 

And I was anxious to get the search started. Except for the water part. 

Jin-Sook must have sensed my anxiety—or maybe my expression said it all— because she laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. “It just means we’ll get down the mountain faster,” she said. If anyone knew the turmoil I was going through, it was Jin. Although we’d met as foes, our bond as friends began the day I had almost drowned. 

“Yeah, but in one piece?” Reyes asked, thumbing toward the wooden canoes. “I have something better.” He set his backpack on the ground, unzipped it, and pulled out a thick, black square. Words were stamped on it, and he took a moment to read them. “It says we need to unfold it completely before we pull the ripcord to inflate it.”

My spirits lifted. “Is that what I think it is?” During my year at the Academy, the students were given hands-on demonstrations of military equipment, and one of the items was an inflatable raft.

Reyes set about unfolding it. “If you think it’s a raft, then yes, it is.”

“Thank God,” Summer murmured. 

Silently, I agreed and stepped forward to help him. Although I still had mixed feelings about Reyes’ participation in the search, I begrudgingly admitted to myself that bringing the raft was working in his favor.

“Where did you get it?” I asked.

He shrugged, his eyes remaining focused on his task. “Doc told me where I could borrow one.” 

I cocked an eyebrow at that. When did Reyes have time to “borrow” a raft from military inventory? It had been my understanding that Doc’s suggestion that he come with me was last minute. And now that I was thinking about it, I again questioned why Reyes had so readily agreed to come. He had never made it a secret that he hated Jack and often boasted about challenging him to a rematch after Jack had kicked his butt in the Pit... or rather, allowed Reyes to make a fool of himself. So why did he want to help find Jack now? 

“You had time to snag a boat from inventory?” I asked, keeping my tone lighthearted. “I would’ve thought you’d want to use what little time you had to say goodbye to...” I had to think for a moment—was he still with Dawn? “...um, that special someone.” 

Summer laughed, and it brought a smile to my lips. While she was drinking, she laughed so rarely, but over the past few days her sense of humor seemed to be coming back. “Don’t you mean special someones?” she asked coyly, eyebrow arched high. “Last I heard, Reyes was up to a new girl every night.” 

The corners of Reyes’ mouth turned upward, the only indication that he was listening to our conversation. The raft was now fully unfolded and he set about stretching it to lay flat. 

I noticed he hadn’t denied the charge. “At that rate, aren’t you afraid of running out of girls?”

His face cracked into a smile. “Ergo my desire to see what’s beyond the mountains.”

I regarded him with a bland expression. Was that really his motivation for being here? Women?

Once the raft was unfolded, Reyes pulled the cord and it began to inflate. As it went from small to bigger and bigger, everyone stopped mid-task to gather around and watch. Sometimes I had to remind myself that technology and the items it produced were a fascinating oddity to them. For those of us from the Dome, where the inventions and know-how of pre-War mankind had been preserved, they were commonplace. But outside the Dome, technology had been obliterated along with everything else on earth. 

“It’s supposed to hold up to seven passengers,” Reyes said.

Willow’s saucer-sized green eyes grew even bigger. “Then there’s enough room for me!” 

“You’re not going, Will,” Dena said with a firm shake of her head. “You’re not old enough.”

Willow folded her arms across her chest. “I’ll be seventeen in two weeks!” 

Dena sighed wearily. It was then that I noticed how tired she looked. Older. There were more gray streaks through her twisted braid, and dark shadows outlined her red-tinged eyes. “Which makes you sixteen and not old enough. I’ll not hear any more from you. Go home.”

“But—” 

“Will!” Jin-Sook said sharply. 

Willow snapped her attention to Jin, looking poised to put up an argument, but she seemed to think better of it. She unfolded her arms and stomped away. 

Dena watched her go with a tired smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “She’s always been stubborn.”

Reyes looked at me. “She?” 

I nodded, understanding his confusion. Even though Will had stunning features, like all other women of the Nation, her clothing hid her femininity. “It’s a cultural thing,” I said. 

“That’s a relief. I found him strangely hot. Annoying, but hot.” 

Summer rolled her eyes. 

The raft finished inflating. Two folded oars were strapped to the outside of Reyes’ pack, and he unstrapped them, snapped them straight, and locked the joint in place. “Who’s driving?”

“That monstrosity?” Eli asked. 

Tension tightened my chest at the thought that Eli might veto using the raft. I had only met Eli for the first time three days ago when I came to the Nation to visit Dena and Jin-Sook. That had been when I found out they were planning to launch a search for the missing men as soon as the river ice had broken up, with Eli as the guide. He was a former recruit who’d managed to escape and eventually found his way to the Nation. He was sure he knew the way back to Ryder’s city. And even though I really didn’t want to venture onto the river in one of their hand-carved canoes, Eli was key to finding my husband and the other missing men. So if it were going to come down to a choice between traveling by canoe and losing Eli, I’d take the canoes.

“It’s pretty indestructible.” I gave the raft a good kick to prove my point. “And it’s not supposed to tip, even in rough water.” I looked to Eli. “Do you want to check it out yourself?” 

“One thing’s for sure,” Reyes said. “It’s safer than a dead tree.” Gritting my teeth, I turned away from Eli to direct my stare at Reyes, nailing him with imaginary darts shooting from my eyes. Reyes returned my glare with a blank expression. “What? It is.” 

God, he was thick... and expendable on this trip. Eli was not. 

Ignoring Reyes, I refocused my attention on Eli, intent on encouraging him to at least give the raft a try, but Eli was already touching the rubber vessel, his brow furrowed in uncertainty. I tried not to stare at the cross-shaped scar on his cheek. Dena had told me it was the brand the recruiters used to mark him as their property. A shudder went down my spine at the thought of Jack being branded. 

“It doesn’t provide much camouflage,” Eli said. “And how are we supposed to walk with it? It’s enormous.”

“We’re walking?” I asked, a little confused. 

Eli nodded. He took a few steps away from the boat, squatted over a muddy patch of shore, and beckoned for us to join him. Using a small rock, he drew a series of squiggly lines, clumps of trees, and the odd jagged edge seemingly inserted randomly. A crude map emerged in the mud. 

Flicking his head toward the river we were gathered beside, he used his index finger to trace one of the squiggly lines he had drawn. “We’ll follow this river valley south, eventually turning west, heading down to the foothills, and out onto the plains.” He moved his index finger as he explained, following the map he had drawn. “Our end destination is here,” he said, using his finger to make a big X in the mud. “We’ll travel mostly by water, but there will be times we’ll need to go on foot to skirt rapids and change rivers.” He looked at our raft. “I understand there’s not much camouflage for us while we’re on the river, but we need something small and lightweight that fits in with the terrain when hiking through the forest.”

Before I could say anything, Reyes spoke up. “We deflate it, fold it, and put it in my backpack. Once again, easier than a friggin’—”

“We’ll take care of the raft,” I said, cutting him off. Reyes’ lips tightened, but at least he stopped talking.

Eli turned to Dena. “What do you think?” he asked, motioning toward the raft. 

Dena eyed me. “I’ll let Sunny make the decision on this one. She’s always proven to have good judgment.” 

I smiled my thanks for her trust in me. “It’s safe and easier to transport across land.”

Dena gave a curt nod. “The raft it is.” She held out her hand to me. “Walk with me.” 

I took her proffered hand and followed her lead. She didn’t speak right away, and eventually I began to feel uncomfortable with the heavy silence. “How long do you think it will take Willow to calm down?” I asked conversationally.

“If I know Will, not long. She’s too busy plotting out ways to impress me so she can make Protector status next spring.” She chuckled. “I think her long-term goal is to take my job when I’m finished with it.”

“Doesn’t she lack a certain maturity to be an Elder?”

“Unlike your senators, the Elders of our nation must earn their place on the council—and you’re never too young to start.” She stopped walking and turned to look at me. “Are you sure about this?” Her change in subject was swift and well out of earshot of the other others.

“I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life.” I squeezed her hand reassuringly, appreciating her concern. “I miss him so much.” The admission made my eyes sting with tears, and I blinked them away. 

She looked skyward, sighing deeply, and resumed a slow walk. I had learned to let Dena say her piece in her own time. When we came to a fallen tree, she stopped again. “You and Jack have spent a lot of time with us over the past year. Jack often comes seeking my counsel on political matters, but you...” She paused to study me thoughtfully. “I think you mostly come to us seeking refuge.”

I wasn’t sure how to take that statement, yet she was looking at me expectantly, waiting for my answer. She was well aware of the animosity that existed between the Dome and the Pit. Since the very beginning of life in the biodome, strict laws had been enforced to prevent marriages between bourge and urchins. That kind of prejudice didn’t just end with the treaty. Of course the Nation had become my refuge. It was the only place on earth where my relationship with Jack was accepted. 

“Is that wrong?” I asked.

She took a seat on the tree and patted the spot next to her. I sat down.

“Coming to us? No. Seeking refuge? Yes,” she said. “I know you never asked for it, and you’re so very, very young, but the fact is that life gave you and Jack an important role to play. Your Dome has preserved the best of humanity... and the worst.” She ran her hand along the sleeve of my nanosuit. Her eyes met mine. “And God knows you are a powerful nation,” she said with such conviction that it sent a chill down my spine. “With the ability to destroy what’s left of humanity... or save it.”

Her eyes were misty and, it seemed, beseeching me to do something about the future of humanity. I was stunned. Dena—leader of the Nation’s military and one of the greatest women I had ever known—was looking to me for help. “I promise I’ll find Jack and bring him home.”

Softly, she shook her head. “It wasn’t Jack I was thinking about.”

The statement left me speechless. Was she thinking of me? “Dena—”

“We’re not blind to the tension that runs between the bourge and urchins.” She said the words with distaste. “And Jack has voiced those concerns to me on many occasions. I’m also aware that there have been outbreaks of fighting recently, so I’m left to assume things are escalating.” She took my hand in hers and gripped it tightly. “This earth hasn’t fully recovered from the last war, yet we all fear another. And you and Jack were our one connection to peacefully sharing this valley with your people.”

There was such intensity to her gaze that I couldn’t hold it. I looked down at her dark and weathered hand clasped around my pale one. It wasn’t as simple as she made it sound. “Bourge and urchin have had almost three hundred years to nurture their hatred, and I won’t lie to you and say I’m above it all. I’m not. I remember the beatings—still have the scars—and so does every single person who lived in that hole with me, because everyone who lived in the Pit was a slave.” I lifted my eyes to meet hers. “But it took meeting Jack to discover that not everyone in the Dome was a slaver. In fact, a lot of bourge were victims of President Holt’s insanity too.” I patted her hand. “Jack and I have done everything we can to bring our people together through the creation of the Alliance.”

“So Yean-Kuan tells me,” she said with a coy smile. “She says she’s certain you’re with child.” 

Dumbfounded, I blinked. “How did she—” I stopped as I realized I was about to confirm the claim.

“My wife has an uncanny insight into people, and I’ve never known her to be wrong. I do feel slighted that I learned it from her and not from you, though.” 

“I only just found out myself a little over a week ago,” I said.

“So you knew when you came to us a few days ago to help plan the search.”

A guilty flush spread across my cheeks. I nodded. “It’s just...it’s new to me, and I need time for it to sink in.” 

She studied me for a moment. “The news of your child is too important to hide. He’s the first of a new generation. A victory for your Alliance.”

Where my child was concerned, the Alliance hadn’t even entered into my thoughts. I had been too preoccupied with Jack’s disappearance, and the few times I’d actually allowed myself to think about our baby, I had ended up in tears. Less than a year ago, his existence had been illegal among our people, so what kind of life lay before him? Ridicule? Rejection? 

“And by new generation do you mean he’ll be a half-breed among people who hate each other?” I asked bitterly.

She looked at me, surprised. “You’re scorning your own child before he’s even born?” 

My eyes widened in shock. “I’m not scorning him. You misunderstood.”

Dena raised her eyebrows in question. “Half-breed is the endearing nickname you’ve given him?” My mouth opened in retort, but she didn’t give me a chance to speak. Pressing her hand against my belly, she said, “He is the first of a new generation—a generation that hasn’t yet been taught to hate. Please don’t be the one to teach him.”

The excuses all died on my lips as I realized she was right. 
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Chapter Five
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Jack

––––––––
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“Throw him in the woods for the cats,” Kane shouted as our caravan pulled away from the river. He was referring to the soldier on the ground. 

Ryan’s wrists were secured to the rails next to me, the slow rise and fall of his chest reassuring me that he was still breathing. Our cart started moving forward, and his body lolled lifelessly with the rhythm. The arrow had struck high up on his inner thigh. There was blood, but not enough to suggest that his artery had been sliced. 

Naoki tapped my foot with his and motioned toward Ryan.

“He’s breathing,” I said. Hollywood glared at me disapprovingly. But now that I had a better sense of my value, I paid no attention to it. “So what’s an Ajun?” I asked him.

Naoki smirked and maneuvered his head slightly to see how Hollywood was reacting. Hollywood was walking on the opposite side of the cart from me, with Phillip beside him. His mouth was set in a thin line, but he looked to be deliberately ignoring me. 

“They don’t know how to say Asians,” Naoki said. 

I laughed. Not a big, full-on belly laugh, but a short, forced one. “That can’t be possible,” I said with exaggerated sarcasm. “They’re an advanced society.”

Naoki snorted.

Hollywood turned on me. “I swear to the gods, you little freak, if you push me one more time I will kill you.” His face was red and his eyes shiny with rage.

And yet I didn’t care. “Go ahead.” My own anger had been simmering ever since they’d captured me, and now it was boiling up. The only reason I even tried to keep it under control was because I was biding my time, trying to gain their trust so I could find a chance to escape. But after Ryan’s move, there was no way they were ever going to give us another opportunity. Gritting my teeth, I returned Hollywood’s glare. “Kill me then! Go ahead!”

Hollywood heard me. I could tell by the look on his face. But he didn’t answer me. Or kill me. I wasn’t even sure I could die, thanks to Doc’s nanobots. But if I had a choice between getting an arrow in the head or being stuck in this cart slowly dying of dehydration while I watched dead bodies get chopped up, I’d take the arrow.

Naoki kicked my leg, and my eyes snapped toward him. “Sunny would be awful mad to hear you provoked your own death.”

Just hearing the sound of her name snapped me out of it. Her image had been my constant companion since they took me, yet this was the first time I had heard her name spoken out loud. It reminded me that she was more than just a memory. She was real. She was home. And what I wouldn’t give to turn back the clock to that morning when she hadn’t wanted to get out of bed. When she wiggled her warm body against mine, snuggled in, and asked me to hit the snooze button. Why had I wanted to go explore a cold, decaying city instead of spending the day in bed with my wife? 

Naoki and Talon were both watching me intently. I doubted very much that provoking Hollywood would result in anything more than a punch in the head. The one important conclusion I had come to was that recruiters needed recruits to get paid, and as far as I could tell, recruits were in short supply. Of the eleven wagons in the group, only four held cargo. The crews of the empty carts organized hunting parties daily, detouring away from the main caravan, and they always came back empty-handed. Finding people was not easy. 

“Who’s Sunny?” Hollywood asked without looking at me. “One of the two that got away?”

And now I knew for sure: Sunny and Ted had gotten away. Utter relief and happiness surged through me, putting to rest some of my anxiety. 

“I’m glad she got away,” I said. 

“As long as it was just a couple of women we lost,” he said. “They’re only good for breeding, and I already have enough wives to feed.”

I took his chattiness as an opportunity to probe for information. “So men are more valuable?”

Phillip good-naturedly elbowed Hollywood in the arm. “Do you believe that stupid question?”

“Coming from him I can,” Hollywood said. “He’s probably one of those weak men Father Ryder is always talking about. A cuckold.”

“Cuckold?” I repeated in amazement. “Geez, that’s an awfully big word, Hollywood. I’m impressed.” 

Despite his smile, Naoki shook his head at me, but I didn’t want to stop. On some perverse level I was enjoying it. Not only was it keeping my mind off being thirsty, which seemed to be the dominant thought in my head since I had been captured, but I was also finding out information that might turn out to be useful. That I was making fun of Hollywood in the process was just a bonus. “So Father Ryder must be a really smart guy,” I said. 

Sanjay was walking on the side of the cart where I was tethered, and he said, “The smartest man on earth.”

Hollywood looked over at Sanjay, nodding vigorously. “He’s the voice of the gods. The chosen one.”

I could almost feel the passion rolling off of Hollywood. He was obviously fiercely loyal to Father Ryder. 

“So what was he chosen to do?” I asked. 

Naoki silently laughed, his smile tight.

Hollywood finally looked at me. Right at me. His eyes piercing. “Lead the world.” His voice practically trembled with conviction. “You sit in that wagon acting as if we’ve done you wrong when what we’ve actually done is save you.”

“Save me?” I asked in surprise. It was an unexpected spin. “From what?”

“Your cuckolding wife,” Naoki said. 

I smiled, happy to see he was going to join in the fun.

Hollywood was getting furious. “From murderers, thieves, and cannibals!” His voice was raised, attracting the attention of others in our caravan. “Father Ryder says it was the War that caused people to lose their moriality. The gods chose him to restore it through their written words.”

“And by ‘moriality,’ do you mean morality?” I asked. Hollywood opened his eyes wide, and his nostrils flared as he took a deep breath then forcefully blew it out. Maybe I had pushed him far enough. “Well, you know what would help my moriality? A drink of water.”

Hollywood ignored me and stared straight ahead as he walked. I didn’t have any energy left to keep poking at him anyway. I settled my back farther down on the rails, relaxed the best I could, and observed my surroundings. Trees. Rocks. Outcroppings. Frozen earth. Not one notable landmark I could use to find my way home. Except for the river. As long as we didn’t leave it, I could use it to guide me back.

When the sun was at its peak in the sky, our caravan stopped for the midday break. I tried not to look too eager for a water ration. After the way I’d made fun of Hollywood, I didn’t expect to get any. But Sanjay put the bottle to my lips and Hollywood didn’t stop him. Phillip gave Talon his ration, and I noticed with some alarm the way Phillip was looking at the younger man. He was far too absorbed in Talon’s lips as he gulped the water. Had Phillip looked at him that way before? 

There was a bit of a ruckus farther down the line, and Hollywood left to see what was happening. I stretched as far as my bound wrists would allow and saw a recruit being rolled out of a wagon. Naoki was craning his neck to see.

“Don’t watch,” I said. Naoki was still looking when I heard the first whack of the ax. He turned back around, his face pale.

Hollywood yelled for Phillip to bring something, and Phillip opened the wooden crate in our wagon and took out the big plastic container that held the meat for the bears. He went to Hollywood with it. 

“So that’s what they’re feeding the animals,” I said.

“He’d go to waste otherwise,” Sanjay said.

Phillip returned carrying the container with Hollywood a few steps behind him. I averted my eyes even though the container was an opaque gray. If there was blood on it, I didn’t trust my stomach not to lose the small amount of water I had just been given. 

Hollywood clapped Sanjay on the back, pointing to the container as Phillip returned it to the crate. “Do you believe he charged me a wife for that little bit of meat?” Sanjay smiled the kind of smile a child would when getting attention from a neglectful parent. “I didn’t tell him he was getting the ugly one.” Hollywood guffawed, and Sanjay laughed with him.

Sanjay was an interesting guy. One minute contemplating stealing me out from under Hollywood to go in search of more rifles, the next sucking up to the boss.

A hunting party broke away as the caravan started moving again. I closed my eyes and let sleep overtake me.

***
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The smell of smoke jolted me awake. Using the rail, I leveraged myself into a sitting position and looked around for the fire. We were no longer moving, but we weren’t setting up camp either. No fires had been lit. So where was the smell of smoke coming from? 

A hushed, nervous excitement rippled through the recruiters. I recognized Kane’s voice saying, “Take twenty men with you.” 

The sun was low, and long shadows darkened the forest. I looked for the source of the smoke and realized it was coming from the direction of the river. People. These recruiters had found people. Naoki, Talon, and I exchanged silent glances. 

We listened to them as they sorted out which twenty men to take and set the price for compensation. From what I could gather, the foot soldiers were paid with three meals a day and the chance to get on with one of the rigs full time. The owners of the rigs, or carts, were referred to as captains. They “hired” escorts to work with them by negotiating a percentage of whatever payment they received from Ryder.

Kane directed the rest of our caravan to make camp. Not far ahead, we rounded a bend, and the landscape opened up to a large, flat area. The stone wall of the mountain rose on one side and on the other a ravine led down to the river. Only one path led in and out. 

Screams echoed through the forest before we even rolled to a stop. They were so unexpected, so piercing, that I forgot I was bound when I jumped to help. My arms wrenched back and the plastic binds cut into my wrists. 

More screams. At least two different women... and was that a child? 

“What are you doing?” I asked Hollywood.

“Making camp,” he said dryly.

The screams were begging now. Pleading. My heart hammered in my chest. Naoki was across from me, wide-eyed and pulling against his bonds too. Talon was sitting up as straight as his tethered wrists would let him, his eyes alert with fear. 

“They’re hurting them,” Naoki said.

Hollywood came around to the back of our wagon and opened up the wooden crate. 

“I thought you said women weren’t worth much,” I said. He didn’t look at me. “Leave them alone!”

He paused in his task long enough to give me a bland, disinterested look. “Not worth much to me. I already got enough.” He pulled the plastic container of meat out and set about feeding the bears.

The screams came less frequently, but when I could hear them, it was always a feminine voice. I realized then that the men would have been shot with devil’s blood and were probably out cold. God help me, but I couldn’t stop thinking, Lucky them, they won’t have to live with the memory of what happened to their wives and daughters. 

Sunny’s image was determined to creep to the forefront of my thoughts, but I pushed her away. Her memory—her very essence—was the only thing keeping me sane since my capture. She was my happy place, the place inside my head where I could go to escape my reality. I couldn’t allow that place to be tainted with their screams or, most of all, my humiliation at not being able to do anything about it. Tethered, powerless and at the mercy of the dumbest masochist I had ever met, I was impotent.

I could tell by the set of Naoki’s face and the way the cords of his neck stood out that he felt the same way. This was the world that his people had so desperately tried to escape by making their home in the mountains. I remembered when I had told Dena that maybe it was better to run from Holt, and she had responded by asking, Run where? Now I understood. 

My chest constricted as I watched my captors, who so righteously carried out the orders of Father Ryder, and wondered if I was staring at the future of humanity.

A short time after the screaming stopped, just as the last of the sun’s rays streaked across the sky, the new recruits were brought into the camp. I didn’t get a good look at them, but the entire camp cheered at the sight of a wagon full of women. I suddenly wished they’d shoot me with devil’s blood again. 

I looked at Naoki. “The minute they cut me loose, I’m going to kill every last one of them.”

He gave me a curt nod. “I’ll help.” 
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Chapter Six
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Sunny

––––––––
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Dena always did have a way of pointing out someone’s faults without actually laying blame, which had the effect of putting you on a guilt trip instead of on the defensive. Ordinarily I didn’t appreciate guilt trips, but in this case I welcomed it. Not only did it force me to start exploring my own feelings about bringing a child into this world, but it also took my mind off the physical trip I was on: in a raft navigating a river swollen by winter melt. At least I could stomach it. Summer was positively green.

Jin-Sook and Eli were the only ones with experience operating a boat, so they took control of the raft and were patient enough to instruct Summer, Reyes, and me on the art of navigation. Most of the time the river did the work of propelling us forward, so we mostly used the paddles to push away from rocks, fallen trees, and any other debris caught in the current. It was intense work made easier by the fortified strength our exoskeletons gave us, but it still required a sharp eye, quick reflexes, and our undivided attention since the burgeoning waterway had swept up a lot of winterkill from the riverbanks. Talk among us was kept to short phrases like Rock! Tree! or Look out! I didn’t mind the lack of conversation. It forced Reyes and me to work together toward a common goal without our usual snide exchanges. 

As leery as I was about his motives for wanting to be there, I recognized that his presence had a calming effect on me too. Reyes was familiar. No matter how horribly our relationship had ended, I didn’t want it to be our defining moment. We started out as friends, collecting memories together the very first day we met at school when we were only six years old. I couldn’t just cut him out of my life. Where we grew up, good memories were a rare commodity and far too precious to waste. 

Of course, I didn’t know how he felt about me. I could only guess from the grunts and sneers he often threw my way during our training sessions with the militia. He was obviously not in agreement with Doc’s choice of me as leader, yet he wasn’t disgruntled enough to leave our elite group either. Then again, Reyes had always been tough to read. His brooding, silent exterior made it impossible to see inside.

After the third time Summer heaved over the side of the raft, I suggested we stop for a break. I didn’t have to look at my watch to know it was past noon. The sun had already reached its peak an hour before. With the unpredictable spring weather, I would have preferred to keep going while it was on our side, but I knew if we pushed too hard now we’d pay for it later with exhaustion. 

As soon as we had pulled the raft safely onto dry land, we filled our flasks from the river while Jin-Sook and Eli scooped water with both hands and drank. Summer, Reyes, and I had to wait for our water to percolate through the filter, and I watched it with anticipation. I seemed to be constantly thirsty these days. After a good long drink, I opened a pack of freeze-dried food and added the water, turning it into a mush not unlike the stew we had been fed in the Pit. Jin-Sook knew of our need to protect ourselves from radiation, but Eli didn’t, and he looked on curiously.

“We have food sensitivities,” I explained.

Summer grimaced at the smell of her pack. “I don’t think I can eat it.”

“Try,” Reyes said firmly. 

His harsh tone irritated me, but I resisted snapping at him. “He’s right, Summer. You have to eat.” 

She groaned and took a mouthful.

Jin-Sook finished her last bite of dried meat and licked her fingers. “We should scout for signs of recruiters passing through here while we’re stopped.” 

I wasn’t sure about taking the time to do that. “Does it matter if they passed through here? They have over a week’s lead on us, and Eli’s pretty sure he knows where they’re going. We should keep moving.” I chugged back some of my mush.

“They’ll be traveling a lot slower than us,” Eli said. “The bears hauling the carts don’t move very fast, especially down a mountainside. They’ll have to pick their way down, all the while looking for more recruits.”

Summer took the flask away from her mouth. “Bears?” she choked. “They use bears to haul the carts?” 

“Yeah,” Eli said, as if it were a widely known fact. “They’re big enough to pull a cart full of recruits and surefooted on just about any terrain, including in water.”

“They are huge,” I agreed. Jack and I had spotted one a few miles from our city when we were out for an afternoon of target practice. “A lot bigger than the ones recorded before the War. I wonder why?” 

Reyes swallowed some mush and cleared his throat. “Gee, if only I knew someone who always had her nose stuck in a nature book.” He looked at me. “Oh, wait. I do.”

His tone was kind of friendly, and it caught me off guard. I regarded him with suspicion. Was he being nice to me? Better to go on the assumption that he was and keep the peace. “I don’t know. Because...” I tried to think of a reason why. “Bears eat fish and berries, right? Obviously there wouldn’t be any berries for them to eat during a nuclear winter, but maybe fish?” Even as I said it, I knew my logic was flawed. Without sunlight, the aquatic food chain would’ve broken down during the nuclear winter too. 

Both Jin and Eli gave me a weird look. “Berries?” Eli asked. “Bears eat meat. Humans, small game, fish, insects—”

“Did you just say humans?” Reyes interjected.

A little bit of my mush regurgitated on me and I swallowed it back down. Of course he said humans. Only meat-eaters survived the nuclear winter. And I had learned from Dena that human meat was a key source of nutrition in the years immediately following the War, which made sense since the global population was close to eight billion. People were the most abundant source of food. 

“It explains why they survived,” I said. “They could’ve hibernated through most of the nuclear winter, waking only long enough to replenish their fat stores. It makes sense that the only thing to eat when they did wake was meat, anything and anyone that had managed to survive in a world without sunlight. Cross-mating with other species would have contributed to their evolution and size.”

“I knew all that dry reading would pay off one day,” Reyes said and downed the rest of his food. 

Was he really being friendly or was it a reminder that he had always hated it when I’d chosen a book over his company? I didn’t want to ask though. I preferred this friendliness to our usual uneasy conversations.  

I directed my gaze to the stark forest behind us. Winter had not fully given way to spring, although the patches of snow that clung to the ground were no longer white as their melt had mixed with the thawing ground to make a cold, slippery mud. The trees and brush were still dormant, their branches bare of any foliage, so even though they were fairly dense, they didn’t provide much privacy. And I really needed to pee. 

Hey, little guy, I thought, casting a covert glance at my belly. Why do you want water all the time if you’re just going to make me get rid of it?

“We can have a quick look around,” I said to Jin-Sook and Summer. 

Summer caught on immediately, the way only a best friend could. “We’ll be right back,” she said to the men.

We didn’t stray too far from the shore, choosing a suitable boulder to squat behind. Doc had thought of everything when he designed the suits, so it wasn’t difficult. We took turns, two keeping a watchful eye for anything that might cross our path. I looked for signs of recruiters having passed through, but found nothing, not even small animal prints. 

A cold breeze blew through the leafless forest, and branches whispered against each other. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sound, but I was used to hearing it as part of an orchestra of traffic on a busy street, the incessant chatter of people, and the hum of electricity. On its own, it sounded hollow and lonely, and I was suddenly aware that we were the only living creatures for miles. 

Summer and I stood watch when it was Jin’s turn. “Are you feeling any better?” I asked. Summer looked pale.

She shrugged. “Drinking water is helping a lot.”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to come. Maybe it’s too soon.”

Only seven days ago she had been hooked up to an IV, kicking the alcohol in her system. She was strong in her fight against her addiction, stronger than I had ever seen her, and I had thought taking her away from the temptation of booze would help. But she was on medication Doc had prescribed to take the edge off her cravings and keep her withdrawals in check, and now I was afraid she was vomiting them up.

“No. I’m glad I’m here,” she said, putting her hand on mine. “I’ll get used to the raft. Don’t worry about me.”

Jin-Sook finished, and we returned to the shore. 

“There’s no sign of them,” Jin said to Eli.

“It doesn’t mean we’re going in the wrong direction,” Eli said. “They won’t stray too far from a water source, but traveling the riverbank with wagons is difficult. They probably kept to the higher trails.”

This was a river valley. The shore on either side of the river ranged from somewhat flat and pebbly, to sheer cliffs, to everything in between. Our current position was relatively flat, but the terrain on either side of the river crept steadily upward to eventually tower over the valley.

We stowed our packs in the raft and pushed it back out onto the water before we all hopped in. Although I was still uncomfortable being on the water, I was beginning to trust that the raft would stay afloat. Summer didn’t look any more comfortable. It took only twenty minutes for her to lose her lunch. 

The current was swift and, I was pretty sure, stronger than it had been before we had stopped. We navigated our way through some rapids, and eventually the current slowed as the river widened into a lake. Reyes and I dug into the water with the paddles, using the boosted strength that our exoskeletons gave us to power across the lake. The calmer waters gave Summer a brief reprieve, but soon enough the waterway narrowed and we switched from paddling to repelling away from rocks. Even taking turns, the work was exhausting.

Occasionally I looked up from my task to scan the mountaintops on either side of us, wondering if recruiters were watching our progress. Oddly, the thought didn’t scare me. It gave me hope that Jack might still be in the area and I could bring him home sooner than anticipated. Yet, as the day wore on, all I saw were rocks, bare trees, and the occasional small animal getting a drink at the river’s edge. 

When the water became too rough to navigate, we pushed our way back to shore. Summer jumped out of the raft as soon as we were in shallow water.

“We’ll need to go on foot for a few miles at least,” Eli said. 

“Thank God,” Summer whispered and sat down on the ground with her head between her knees.

I grabbed my backpack and Summer’s, took out our flasks, and filled them with water. Eli and Jin attempted to help Reyes get the raft ashore, but he waved them away, picked it up, held it aloft, and carried it up onto dry land. Setting it down, he fumbled with a mechanism on the back of it, and a whirring started as the raft began to deflate. Summer looked at the boat with detest. 

“Are you going to make it?” I asked, handing her the flask.

“Would you believe me if I said I was getting used to it?”

Pulling my mouth into a wry smile, I dropped down to sit next to her. “No.” I took out a freeze-dried food pack, mixed it with water, and offered it to her. She gagged and turned away. “You have to eat.”

“I will as soon as the ground stops moving. In the meantime, can you take that away from me, please?” She motioned toward the food.

I stood, taking the offending food with me. “Okay, but in an hour I’m going to make you eat.” 

Even though the gray mush was less than appetizing, my stomach growled. I caught Reyes looking at me as I chugged it back.

“Keep going through your rations at that rate and you’ll be eating radioactive squirrel soon enough,” he said.

I ignored the jab, finished my mush, and helped fold the raft until it was small enough to tuck into Reyes’ backpack. It was a lot heavier than it looked, and even with the aid of my suit, I struggled to pick it up singlehandedly. Reyes took it away from me, slid it into his pack, and settled the weight onto his back as if it were feather-light. I found myself wondering how much of that strength was him and how much was the suit.

“We’ll have to hike over that ridge,” Eli said. “And we might as well make camp there tonight since it’ll give us a good vantage point over the valley.”

As we left the shore and entered the stark forest, the sound of rushing water began to fade. Jin-Sook and Eli led the way. I never tired of watching the ease with which they glided through the forest, leaving barely a trace of their passing. Eli wasn’t quite as graceful as Jin, but then again he hadn’t been born and raised in the Nation like she had. She’d been taught from birth that her first defense against an enemy was not to let him know you were there and had spent a lifetime perfecting the art of being invisible. She had also been taught what to do if that defense failed... and, frankly, I felt sorry for anyone who made the mistake of seeing through her camouflage. 

Looking behind us, I saw that the only footprints left in the mud belonged to Reyes, Summer, and me. I would attempt to move as Jin and Eli did, but I was pretty sure I’d just end up slipping on the patchy ice. The hydraulics in our suits made it easy for us to move faster, and the three of us frequently had to check our speed to allow Eli to maintain the lead. He was, after all, our guide. Summer and I didn’t mind the slower pace, but Reyes huffed a few times. 

When we reached the top of the ridge, we stopped to take in the view. The sight of rolling peaks separated by valleys was quite breathtaking, although the dark clouds gathering in the sky above were not.

Eli pointed to one of the distant peaks. “That’s your Dome.”

Could it be true? Had we really traveled that far from home in just one day? Summer and I looked at each other, silently communicating both our fear and our excitement at straying out into the world. 

She smiled broadly, looking a lot better than she had a few hours ago. “We’re just like Heidi!” she exclaimed. We both fell into a fit of giggles at the mention of our favorite movie—the one we used to act out in our imaginary childhood world inside the confines of the Pit. She and I always took turns being Heidi and Klara.

Reyes chuckled. “I remember Heidi,” he said. “Grade Three every recess, that’s all you two ever played. And you used to bug me and Mica to be the goat and Grandfather.”

Our giggles turned into hysterical laughter as we remember how ridiculous, and yet awesome, Reyes and Mica had been for playing along with us. “But you only ever wanted to be Fraulein Rottenmeier,” I said. 

“She’s the only one I liked,” Reyes said, his smile broad.

Wiping a tear from the corner of my eye, I got my giggles under control and squeezed Summer’s hand in mine. “We never thought we’d get to see the mountains for real.”

Behind us, Reyes ducked down and put his face between ours. “You guys gonna cry or something? Do you need a moment?” Summer playfully shoved him away with her shoulder. He stood up straight and turned to Jin and Eli. “They’ve been like this since they were little kids.”

Jin-Sook looked on with an amused expression, but Eli seemed a little confused. “Well, whenever you’re done, we should get off this ridge. We’re visible to everyone, and everything, around here.” He pointed down at the river, moving his arm to follow its path. “River bends there, through a gorge. We’ll hike around and meet it a few miles south of here.” He looked at the gathering clouds. “We won’t make it tonight, though. Storm’s coming. We should find some shelter.”

My heart plummeted at the mention of stopping for the night. The recruiters had a nine-day head start, so we had a lot of catching up to do. And the darkness of night didn’t bother Summer, Reyes, or me. In fact, we preferred it. Without the blinding glare of the sun, we could take off our sunglasses and see our surroundings unassisted. Yet I knew Summer needed to eat, drink, and recoup her strength, and we all needed the rest or we’d soon succumb to exhaustion.

The sun didn’t have a chance to dip behind the mountain peaks before the black clouds swallowed it up. A flash of jagged light streaked across the sky followed by a low rumble, and then it was as if someone had poured a bucket of water over us. Summer, Reyes, and I pulled the loose collars of our exoskeletons over our heads, but Jin-Sook and Eli were soaked within minutes. The topsoil turned to gooey mud sliding over the frost layer below it, and it soon became difficult to walk.

Summer was the first to spot a rocky overhang that could serve as protection. We rigged our blankets to act as barriers against the driving rain and soon had a cozy little shelter. We didn’t really need the warmth from the blankets since our suits were insulated. 

“We should build a fire,” Summer said, looking at Jin and Eli. 

Jin-Sook shook her head. “No fires.”

“But you’re soaked and it’s cold,” Summer said.

“The blankets will shield the light,” I offered.

“Jin’s right,” Eli said. “No fires. Even if the light could be hidden, the smoke can’t, and there’s no way we’re finding dry firewood tonight.”

“Then maybe we can get some rest so we can have an early start tomorrow. I’ll take first watch, and you two try to dry off.” I was about to invite Summer to take first watch with me when Reyes went to the opening of the shelter. He pulled his hood up and stepped outside. I looked at Summer and said, “You eat.”

Summer pulled out a food pack. “Have fun. I’ll take next watch.” 

I pulled up my hood and stepped out. The driving rain had let up, and the sound of thunder grew more distant. Reyes stood a few feet away from the opening of our shelter. 

“Hey, Heidi,” he said when he saw me.

“Fraulein,” I returned. 

He laughed softly. “Looks like we have a couple of hours to kill together.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Was that deliberate?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe.” He paused and gave me a sidelong glance. “I might be a little curious about the special cargo you’re carrying. You know, the one Doc asked me to protect.”

I didn’t know what I’d expected him to say, but it wasn’t that. Did he know I was pregnant? He couldn’t. There was no way. I let out a ragged breath. “Doc’s just being...Doc,” I said lamely. “You know how he is.”

Reyes nodded and turned his dark eyes on me. “I do know how he is.” 

I wondered if I had imagined his emphasis on the word “do” but preferred not to pursue it. “I’m the closest thing to family he has. I think he was just feeling fatherly protection when he asked you to come with me.”

He stared at me a moment longer before he redirected his gaze. “I’m sure that’s it.” 

I knew Reyes well enough to know he wasn’t convinced, yet it wasn’t something I wanted to discuss with him. My memory wasn’t so short or selective that I’d forgotten he had wanted to have a child with me. I was the one who hadn’t wanted one. So how would he react if he knew I was pregnant with Jack’s baby? 

He motioned toward a smooth boulder that encroached under the overhang and walked toward it. I followed.

Maybe I was overthinking it. Probably he wouldn’t care at all. He had gotten on with his life and according to rumors, Reyes loved the girls and the girls loved Reyes. And why not? He was tall, lean, and muscular with expressive black eyes, a pouty lower lip, and a fringe of unruly dark curls that brushed across his forehead. Physically he was beautiful. It was his personality that could use some work—brooding, forceful, and a pride that demanded constant attention. As a boyfriend he had been high maintenance, but I reminded myself again that in our early years, he had always been a good friend.

I sat down next to him on the boulder. “What about you? You jumped at the chance to come.”

“More like jumped at the chance to leave.”

I snapped my head in his direction. “Why? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

He breathed out a curt laugh. “No, Sunny. I’m not in trouble. I’m just like any other unmarried guy my age who’s from the Pit—homeless and unemployed.”

“What do you mean, homeless? I thought you lived with your parents?” 

“My parents?” The scowl he turned on me made me lean back to put more space between us. “I’m no more a child than you are. I’m all grown up, with no desire to live with a fink of a father who likes to take his crappy life out on his family.” He pushed himself off the boulder and stepped away from me. 

For a second I was stunned. I had never liked Reyes’ father, but I never suspected he was abusive. I mean, everyone in the Pit walked around with bruises and broken bones. It was polite not to enquire how one had come by them. But Reyes had been my intended. The man I’d promised to marry. I should’ve asked. 

Slipping off the rock, I went to stand behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know about your dad, but I should have.”

“That’s not my point,” Reyes said quietly. I dropped my hand, and he turned to look at me. “My point is that nothing has changed. Everyone from the Pit is still suffering under bourge rules.”

I shook my head. “We’re no longer slaves. No one has the right to make us clean their filth, or beat us, or condemn us to be killed at thirty-five.”

“No, they just have the right to ensure we never make enough credits to feed ourselves and put a roof over our heads.” 

“The lottery for the houses was done fairly, Reyes. Jack oversaw it himself. I’m really sorry you were still considered a legal ward of your parents when it happened,” I said, feeling a hint of guilt. I knew I shouldered some of the blame. If we had been married when the Pit was liberated, he would have been eligible for the lottery. 

“And how much longer do you think anyone from the Pit will be able to afford to keep their homes?” he demanded. “When their jobs are being snapped up by unemployed bourge?”

Understanding dawned on me. “You went to the Employment Center when they started hiring for the new coalmine.” He nodded. “Doc told me there was a riot.”

“Did he tell you that almost everyone hired was a former guard from the Pit? Or should I say scum?” His black eyes shone with hatred, and I recoiled from it.

“Not every guard in the Pit was scum, Reyes. You know that. There are hundreds who belong to the Alliance, all of them in need of jobs too.” He opened his mouth to make a retort, and I held up my hands. “I’m not saying that justifies what happened. You’re right. It wasn’t fair. And getting Jack home and back into the Senate is one way we can fix that.”

He brought his face closer and gave me a hard stare. “Are you really so blind sitting pretty in your big house with your senator husband and attending your exclusive little Academy that you don’t even see what’s really going on?” His lip curled into a sneer. “You’re more bourge than your husband.”

If anyone else had said that to me, I would have shrugged it off. But I knew Reyes was referring to when Jack was the heir to the presidency and the most hated man in the Pit next to President Holt. Reyes’ comment was more than just unfair—it belittled everything Jack and I had worked for. “How dare you judge me!” My hand itched to slap him. “While you were busy moping around pissed off at the world, my bourge husband and I were outside the Dome risking our lives to find a way to open the doors so the Pit could go free.”

Reyes stood up straighter and looked down his nose at me. “You did open the doors, Sunny,” he said calmly. “And then you just walked away.”
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The days and nights began to blend together as I used sleep to escape the torment of my captivity. I couldn’t break free of the plastic ties securing me no matter how much I struggled against them. Even when I felt them cut through the skin of my wrists, felt the blood flow down across my hands and drip from my fingers, I kept working to break free. I should have bled to death, but my wrists always healed within hours, thanks to Doc’s nanobots.

Sleep also brought a reprieve from my constant thirst. The water bottles were always in our view but out of our reach. Keeping us insane with thirst without actually killing us was a fine balance to maintain, and two recruits from another cart had died. Sanjay had mentioned something about cats before, but with the stench of death reeking from our caravan they were coming brazenly close. Tigers. I hadn’t seen one yet, but their low, throaty growls were getting louder every night. I overheard Kane say they were getting too close and to leave a body behind to get them off our tail. So one of the dead recruits was chopped up for bear food while the other was left behind whole as a distraction for the cats.

The carnage of a few nights ago was settling into a disturbing memory that took up a lot of dark space in my head—space Sunny wasn’t allowed to go. She belonged in the light, where hope resided. Maybe it was stupid to try to keep so much separated in my head, but I was afraid if I let the light mix with the dark that I’d soon be living in the gray. I was pretty sure that was the color inside the minds of the recruiters, because it was obvious they didn’t know right from wrong. I did. And I wanted to stay that way.

My eyes drifted open as a breeze blew the stench of Ryan’s now-infected leg in my direction. Propped against the rails, he half-lay beside me unconscious, his wound stewing in his own waste. Naoki’s eyes were closed, but I knew that didn’t necessarily mean he was asleep or dead. He just did a lot of meditating lately, a skill I had come to envy. 

I bumped my foot against his leg. “You awake?” 

His eyes opened halfway. “Yeah,” he said. He pulled himself into a sitting position and leaned his head against the rails. 

“What do you think about when you’re meditating?”

His lips formed a crooked smile. “Water.”

I managed a weak laugh. “And here I thought you had some kind of higher power.”

He rolled his head back and forth on the slats in a drunken manner. “Nope. Although I have been considering licking the sweat off my arms.” 

Talon opened his eyes. “That’s disgusting.”

Naoki and I didn’t say anything, probably because we were both thinking the same thing—Talon wasn’t quite as desperate for water as we were. He had attracted Phillip’s attention, and not in a good way, although I was pretty sure Talon didn’t find the man’s attention suspicious. Even though he was eighteen, Talon still possessed boyish qualities both in mind and stature.

“What do you think about?” Naoki asked me.

Sunny, I thought to myself. But they weren’t thoughts I wanted to share with anyone. “Aside from the obvious dehydration issue, I’m trying to figure out where the tigers came from. Sunny would probably know. She loves science and nature.”

Naoki cocked an eyebrow. “What do mean? There have always been tigers.”

“Not on this continent,” I said. “Although I learned at the Academy about a very narrow strip of sea in the north, called the Bering Strait, that’s the only geologic feature separating us from Eurasia. Back before the nuclear war, the Strait was well patrolled because we were locked in a Cold War with Russia, the country that occupied that region. Anyway, there’s enough evidence to suggest that narrow strip of sea can freeze if temperatures are cold enough, forming an ice bridge between Eurasia and North America. So what if the Strait froze during the nuclear winter? Siberian Tigers could just walk across it to our continent.”

Naoki’s eyes were glazed over and I wondered if I had bored him back into meditation. Sometimes Naoki found my history lessons interesting, but other times I could tell he was tuning me out.

“Oh,” he said when he realized I had stopped talking. “Is our afternoon water ration late, or does it just feel like it?”

“It’s late,” I said.

Ryan’s head lolled to the side and slumped heavily against my shoulder. He was soaked in his sweat.

“How’s he doing?” Naoki asked.

“Not good,” I said. Then, in a louder voice, “He needs his wound cleaned.” I craned my neck to look pointedly at Hollywood.

“He shouldn’t have run,” Hollywood said. “Now he can set an example for everyone else.”

I shifted, resting against the front rails, so I could continue to look at him. With the exception of Damien Holt, I had never hated anyone so much.

“Hollywood...” I said thoughtfully. “That can’t be your real name.”

Sanjay laughed. “It’s not!”

“Shut up,” Hollywood snapped.

“He found an old picture of a man surrounded by half-naked women with the word Hollywood written in big red letters. He put it up on his wall and changed his name,” Phillip said. Hollywood punched him in the arm. “Ow! What was that for? It’s true, isn’t it, Ral—”

“Shut up!” a red-faced Hollywood snapped. Phillip closed his mouth. Hollywood turned his scowling face on me. “Since we’re talking names, maybe it’s about time you told me yours.”

“Aw, I was kinda warming up to asshole.”

“I didn’t say I was going to start calling you by it.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Jack Kenner.”

“That doesn’t sound Koreen,” Sanjay said. “You don’t look Koreen either.”

Naoki sniggered. “It’s pronounced ko-ree-uhn, dumbass.”

I had almost forgotten that they lived with the misconception that Korea had started the war. But I knew better. The real evidence of how the war began was preserved inside the biodome with us. Although even if Holt’s treachery hadn’t started a domino of nuclear warheads, widespread global drought, dwindling resources, and a race to gain control over the last of the earth’s oil reserves would have.

“That’s because I’m not from Korea,” I said. “In fact, it’s been almost three hundred years since the War, so I’d be surprised if there’s anyone actually from Korea living on this continent.” Then I thought about it some more. “Or even if there’s still a Korea.”

Sanjay began a retort, but closed his mouth and suddenly looked pensive.

“You know what he means,” Phillip said. 

“I told you,” Hollywood said, pointing a finger at me. “He’s a scorchedlander, and Father Ryder’s going to be really interested in meeting him, too. I wouldn’t be surprised if he gives me an extra reward.”

I flashed the biggest smile I could muster. “Now you’re just making me feel special.” And as sarcastic as I intended my comment to be, I knew there was a grain of truth in it. Hollywood talked a lot about my clothes, especially my boots, insulated jacket, and rifle. “I’ll make a deal with you. If you stop and clean Ryan’s wound, I’ll tell Father Ryder whatever you want me to so that you can get a big, fat reward.” 

Just as I said it, someone farther up the line called for the afternoon break. 

Water. Thank God.

Phillip and Sanjay grabbed the reins on either side of the two beasts hauling us and called for them to whoa. Kane’s voice boomed out for all captains to gather at the front.

Hollywood narrowed his eyes at me. “I don’t make deals with scorchedlander freaks.” He turned to Phillip and Sanjay. “Give them their rations.” And then he left us to join the other captains.

Phillip scrambled to be the one to give Talon his water. I noticed he touched Talon a lot when he gave the boy a drink. Holding his head for him or resting a hand on his shoulder. So far he hadn’t tried to get Talon alone, but that was probably because Hollywood distrusted us so much that he wouldn’t let us stray from the wagon. 

Sanjay gave me my ration, and when he pulled the bottle away, I appealed to him to help Ryan. “Pour some on his wound. It needs to be cleaned.”

Sanjay looked at Ryan, who was soaked with fever. He moaned on occasion, but didn’t wake up. A yellow-crusted scab slick with weeping fluid peeked through the tear in his trousers where the arrow had struck. The small opening wasn’t large enough to really examine the injury, though. 

“It won’t do him any good,” Sanjay said.

Deep down I knew he was right. There were no antibiotics or nanotech cocktails to give him. Just water, and that was too little too late.  

“We can at least try,” I said. “He’s worth payment from Father Ryder, right? That means more for you if he lives.”

Sanjay shrugged one shoulder and poured some water on Ryan’s injury. Then he tried to give him a drink, but the water ran out the side of Ryan’s mouth and down his neck. Sanjay let go of his head, and Ryan slumped against me.

“Told you,” Sanjay said.

Hollywood returned to our cart looking happy. “We’re going to head home,” he said.

Phillip looked surprised. “Not all the wagons are full.”

“We’re splitting up,” Hollywood said. “Another recruit died, and we’re going to lose more if we stay out much longer. All full rigs are heading back, and the empty ones are staying out with Kane to keep hunting.”

There was some disorganized yelling, shouting, and bad-tempered expletives before the wagons full of recruits were separated from the empty ones. It was the first time I had the opportunity to see the people who had been taken on that awful night. They took up two carts: one full of men and boys and another full of women and girls. The youngest boy was about ten, the youngest girl around seven. Hollywood’s words ran through my head: You sit in that wagon acting as if we’ve done you wrong when what we’ve actually done is save you. I wondered how saved these people felt.

Our downsized caravan moved out with the now-familiar chant of “Giddeeeyup!” Ryan’s head lolled against my arm as the wagon started moving, and a few groans escaped his lips. I retreated to my happy place. Sunny. 

My mind traveled back to the first time we’d met. Her fiery red hair had been a shock and a little too exotic for me at first, and the fact that she came from the Pit had made her taboo. After all, I was a Kenner, and Kenners didn’t take mistresses from the Pit. Just playing along with Leisel’s little plan to bring her back to my apartment had made me squeamish. But then she was in my apartment—wearing my bathrobe, her hair tousled from a restless, drunken night, and mascara smudged around her big dark eyes—telling me all about her troubled life. I’d thought I was well- advised on the Pit. I’d thought I had a higher understanding of the intricate legalities of the treaty, the Pit’s role in maintaining the Dome, and the troubles associated with their socioeconomic class. So hearing her life was troubled wasn’t surprising, but her willingness to take a bullet—risk her own life—to ensure Leisel and I would one day rule the Dome and help the people of the Pit was a shock. And it was the moment I started falling in love with her.

From the day of my birth it had been drilled into my head that the Kenners would take down the Holt regime and restore democracy to our people. But we had to gain control legitimately so as not to provoke Holt into using the nuclear warheads and blowing us all into oblivion. So we Kenners waged our quiet revolution, building up Liberty to gain the support of the people, and looking for opportunities to take down the dictatorship. 

Then along came Sunny. She was looking for opportunities to change the government too, but her motivation was born out of desperation rather than righteousness. She was so brave, determined, and, I learned soon enough, had absolutely nothing to lose. It turned out I had no idea what life was like in the Pit until she took me there and I became a slave. It was her strength that had kept me alive, the thought of seeing her at the end of every day that had kept me going, and her resourcefulness that had led to the creation of the Alliance and, ultimately, to freedom. 

She was so much more than my soul mate. She was my hero. And I needed her strength more than ever.

***
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Our wagon stopped moving again, and I opened my eyes, unaware that I had fallen asleep. There was a high-pitched errrrrOwww from the trees that had the recruiters on alert. 

“Cats,” Naoki told me. “They’ve been getting closer since we split with the others.”

Hollywood left our wagon to meet with the other captains and returned shortly. 

“How many?” Phillip asked. He had his bow out, ready to shoot any animals that wandered near.

“Three or four maybe,” Hollywood said. He motioned to Ryan. “Cut him loose.”

Naoki, Talon, and I sat up straighter. 

“What do you mean ‘cut him loose’?” I asked.

“We have to slow down those damn cats,” Hollywood said. “Unless you’re volunteering?”

My eyes grew wide as understanding dawned. They were going to leave Ryan as a meal for the cats. “Okay, I volunteer,” I said. At least I had the use of my legs. I could run. Maybe climb a tree. Make it to the river and swim. Ryan had no chance. 

“I’m just playing with you,” Hollywood said. “You’re too valuable to feed to the cats.”

Phillip unhooked Ryan from the rail, nudged him with his foot, and rolled him out of the wagon. Ryan moaned, and I’m sure I saw his eyes flutter open.

“He’s not dead!” Naoki yelled. “You can’t do this!”

“Gidddeeeeyup!” Hollywood boomed.

The caravan started moving again. I watched in horrified silence as we moved farther away from Ryan. It wasn’t happening. These people couldn’t be that murderous, could they? 

As soon as we were clear, three huge tigers approached Ryan. They fought over him before one sank its teeth into his body. I prayed the first bite was the fatal one. 
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Chapter Eight
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Sunny

––––––––
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The thunderstorms had brought strong winds and warmer temperatures, turning the ground to slick, gooey mud. It made getting down the ridge a lot more treacherous than the trip up. The fact that I was tired after a fitful night of dozing wasn’t helping. I could only hope that I would grow more accustomed to the lumpy feel of my backpack as a pillow for my head and rocks as a cushion for my rump. At least resting my cheek against Jack’s shirt was soothing, even if it was starting to smell more like my backpack and less like him. 

We reached the river, and I was astounded to see how wide it had become in just one night. I had learned all about spring rains feeding our waterways, with snowmelt contributing to the volume, but to actually see the power of so much water concentrated into one flow was staggering. 

Reyes took the raft out of his backpack, and I was just as happy to let Jin-Sook and Eli help him unfold it. I busied myself filling my water flask instead, still angry about his accusation. 

Summer squatted beside me with two flasks in hand. I assumed one belonged to Reyes. She dipped them into the freezing cold river. 

“So what were you two arguing about this time?” she asked. I gave her my best deadpan expression. She shrugged. “It was kind of hard not to hear you. I mean, we’re the only people out here, aren’t we?” she asked with a shiver and looked around. 

I pulled my flask out of the river to let the water percolate through the filter. “This time,” I repeated. She had a point. Reyes and I had argued a lot back when we were engaged. I put it down to the fact that he never understood me. He was constantly trying to change me. “Same old argument we usually have. I’m not living up to who he wants me to be. This time he’s accusing me of turning my back on the Pit.” I could feel the heat of anger creep into my face. “Me! Like I’ve done nothing to help my own people.” I looked over my shoulder and snuck a peek at him, partly to see if he was still upset about last night and partly to see if he could hear us. It was hard to tell because he looked focused on his task. “I don’t know why I let him get to me. He’s always been belligerent and, let’s be honest, this isn’t about the Pit. This is about me being married to Jack.”

“Hold on,” Summer said in a firm voice. “As someone who is still friends with Reyes, I know he’s over you. I’m sorry if that upsets you, but he’s really enjoying being single, if you know what I mean.”

I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t mean he was jealous. I meant, well, he accused me of becoming a bourge.”

She nodded and then said, “Oh.” 

What was the nod for? Understanding? I suddenly wished her eyes weren’t hidden behind sunglasses so I could read them. “You agree with him?” I asked with uncertainty.

She breathed out a sigh, hung her head for a moment, and then turned toward me. “I wouldn’t say I agree with him, but I can see where he’s coming from.” 

Her words were unexpected. Tears pricked my eyes, and I pulled my lips into a tight line in case they trembled. My own best friend thought badly of me. I turned away from her.

She put a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to sound so harsh.”

“Then what did you mean?” I asked without looking at her.

“Sunny, you’re happily, blissfully married to a bourge who adores you, and that’s given you privileges that the rest of us from the Pit don’t have, like going to the Academy.” 

A pang of resentment hit me. Summer and I lived in the same house, so she knew exactly how many nights I had spent studying to get accepted into the Academy.

“The school is open to anyone who passes the entrance exam, Summer. And you of all people know how hard I worked. I read every one of Jack’s old textbooks, and he grilled me every night until I knew the information inside and out. And if it weren’t for him, I would’ve flunked out in the first month, so don’t tell me how awful my bourge husband is! I’m tired of hearing it.”


“Let me ask you this; how many other dark-eyed students were in your classes?” I didn’t respond. She knew I was the only student from the Pit there. 


Setting aside the flasks, she put her arm around my shoulders. “I do know how hard you worked, and I’m so proud of you. But you said it yourself, if it weren’t for Jack, you never would’ve qualified for the Academy. Your marriage gives you opportunities the rest of us don’t have, so—” She stopped talking at the sound of footsteps crunching through the gravel behind us. The raft was ready, and they were carrying it to the river. She gave me a brief squeeze. “Just don’t forget where you come from.” She kissed my cheek. “And now it’s time to get back into the vomit comet. Yay.”

Summer scooped up the flasks and stood. I watched her walk away from me toward the raft and heard her groan and mumble something to Reyes. He enfolded her in one of his big, brotherly hugs and told her the cure for motion sickness was mind over matter. The sight warmed me as much as it made me sad, and a lump formed in my throat. We had been a tight group growing up and had always had each other’s backs in the Pit. It hurt that I had become an outsider.

Clearing the emotional bulge from my throat, I stowed my flask in my backpack and joined them at the raft.

***
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You couldn’t tell from standing on the shoreline, but the current had become a lot stronger with the increased volume of water. Our travel was faster, but a little more perilous. It took all of our concentration to keep the raft from running into giant rocks jutting from the riverbed...or maybe they were jutting out from where the shoreline had once been. It was difficult to tell. Summer was sicker than she had been the day before, and I was getting worried about dehydration. I was relieved when the river opened up into a small, protected lake with calmer waters.

“Hey!” Jin-Sook said, pointing toward the shore. 

Reyes and I had been power paddling across the smooth surface, but we stopped and looked in the direction she pointed. Something—maybe the peak of a roof—could be seen poking out from the leafless forest. I scanned the area for any kind of movement, but saw none. Other than a few small rodents, this was the first sign of life we had come across. 

“It would be neighborly of us to let them know Ryder’s men are in the area,” Eli said.

“I thought the recruiters were long gone and we were trying to catch up to them,” Reyes said.

Eli regarded us with bug-eyed amazement. “The way you two are flying across the lakes? I’m hoping we didn’t pass them.”

“You haven’t said anything so I hate to ask, but how are you able to make the raft move so fast?” Jin-Sook asked me.

Doc had said it was time to come out of hiding and, honestly, I didn’t want to spend the rest of the journey trying to keep it a secret.

“You’ve heard me mention Doc,” I said, and Jin nodded. “These suits are his design. He calls them exoskeletons, and they enhance our strength and speed. Apparently we can glide with them too, but I’ve never tried.”

“Me either, but I’m dying to,” Reyes said with almost gleeful excitement.

Summer moaned. 

“Summer could use the rest anyway,” I said and started paddling toward the shore. 

“And it’s only going to get rougher up ahead. We might as well go on foot for a while,” Eli said.

I wasn’t sure if he said that for Summer’s benefit or if it was the truth. “If you don’t mind me asking, Eli, how do you remember the river so well? I thought it’s been fifteen years since you escaped Ryder.”

“I’ve led quite a few expeditions, mainly just checking out the surrounding area to make sure no one’s moved in on us,” he said. “But always in the mountains. Once we reach the plains, I’ll be going by memory.”

We pulled up to the shore, and I helped Summer out of the raft. I was beginning to think we might not be able to use the boat again at all. 

“I’ll be fine,” she said.

“Why don’t you three stay with the raft and Reyes and I will go up to the house?” I said.

Jin-Sook shook her head. “Eli can stay with Summer. I’m coming with you.”

“These suits protect us against assault, Jin,” I said. “Your skins don’t.” 

She touched her bow. “Even with your suit, Sunny, I’m still a faster shot than you.”

“True,” I conceded. I turned my attention to Eli. “Make sure she drinks,” I said, pointing to Summer. She held up her flask and saluted me.

I didn’t want to greet anyone bearing arms, yet I had no idea how our presence would be received, so I took the diplomatic route and unsnapped my holster to make my gun readily available. Reyes’ long strides put him in the lead, and Jin-Sook stayed hidden among the trees. 

There were four houses altogether, constructed of crudely cut logs with mud and straw packed into the crevices. They formed a half circle around a common area, complete with a table made of stone, handmade wooden chairs, and a dugout fire pit with a smashed clay pot sitting in the middle. Nothing stirred in the small little village. It was quiet.

Reyes and I approached with caution, and my hand tightened around the grip of my gun. “Hello!” I called out. No one answered.

A shutter gaped open on the side of one house, revealing a glassless window. From where I stood, I peered into the dark house and saw only something hanging on a wall. No movement came from inside.

I was getting a real bad feeling.

“The whole place looks abandoned,” Reyes said in a low voice. “I’ll take a closer look through the window.”

I drew my gun. “I’ll cover you.” 

As I inched my way into the courtyard area, the wind brought the smell of something putrid. I gagged and breathed through my mouth. “Do you smell that?” I whispered loudly. 

“Yeah,” Reyes said. He was an arm’s length away from the window. “Hello?” he called. He reached out and pulled the shutter back while simultaneously raising his gun. 

My eyes darted from one house to the next, straining to detect any kind of movement. There was none.

“Empty,” Reyes said, stepping away from the window. “I’ll check the next one.” He moved faster this time, using the speed his exoskeleton gave him to cross the space between houses. He knocked once and pulled the door open. “No one here either.” 

He opened the door of the next house, but this time he slapped a hand over his nose and mouth and stumbled back a few steps. “Jesus!” he said, gagging.

My heart hammered as I raised my gun, pointed it at the other houses, and moved toward Reyes. I didn’t need to see Jin-Sook to know she wasn’t far away, unseen in the forest, an arrow cocked and ready to fly. It was reassuring. 

“Don’t go in there,” Reyes said.

Ignoring him, I stepped through the door and stopped in my tracks when I saw a bloated, naked body on a rumpled bed. She was face down, her gray hair straggling across her face, her arms out to the side, and the tops of her feet lifelessly resting on the floor. Insects were making a meal out of the bloated carcass. My stomach tightened, nausea rising. There was no doubt she had been raped; what I was having difficulty accepting was that someone could actually do this to another human being. 

I didn’t want to make the connection to Summer, but my mind went there. Even though I knew my best friend had been the victim of an evil man, I had never really seen his crimes and, since Summer never talked about it, could only imagine what it had been like. Reality, it turns out, was much worse than anything my imagination could muster. And suddenly I saw all those nights Summer drowned herself in a bottle, keeping her thoughts to herself, from a new perspective. 

The smell was horrendous, and the sight of the bloated corpse horrific, but I couldn’t stop myself from going to the woman to cover her nakedness with a blanket. I thought about moving her, to give her a more dignified resting position, but her flesh was too fragile. She had been there a while.

I surveyed the one-room shack. A stone fireplace filled one corner, and two beds lined the walls. Four straw mats lay in the middle of the floor, one with a handmade doll sitting on it. Wooden bowls and spoons were scattered around, their contents spilled as if they had been kicked over. 

I stepped forward and picked up the doll, turning it over in my hands. Real human hair adorned its head, wound into two braids that framed a hand-drawn face, the smile a little crooked. The body was made of stuffed animal hide, which had been loved to a soft suppleness. My hand automatically went to my belly. I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood as my mind wondered where the owner of the doll might be. Dead? Raped like the lady who was left here to rot? 

Reyes’ figure darkened the doorway, snapping me out of my moment of grief. “So what do you think, recruiters or bourge?” He said the last word sarcastically and motioned to the figure on the bed.

I couldn’t fault him for thinking that since my mind went there too. “I guess evil wasn’t preserved only in the Dome. It’s everywhere.” 

“There’s no one here. We should go,” he said.

I made to drop the doll back down onto the floor mat but reconsidered. It was obviously a well-loved toy; a testament that happiness had once lived there. Maybe I was too late to help these people, but at least I could save what they had made. I tucked it in my backpack. 

As we exited the little house, a low growl startled us, and we spun at the same time to face it. A mangy-looking dog poked its head around the side of the house, its red-stained muzzle wrinkled tightly as it bared its teeth. Another growl joined the first, and a second dog moved out from between the houses. 

Reyes took aim and pulled the trigger. Wood splintered off the corner of the house and both mutts jumped, one retreating back between the houses. Reyes swore under his breath.

I aimed my gun at the one out in the open and pulled the trigger. Just as he dropped, I heard the whistle of an arrow and then a dull thud when it found its target. We looked around the corner of the house to find the second dog on the ground with an arrow in the back of its head. I wasn’t sure where she was, but I gave Jin-Sook a thumbs-up.

Reyes gave a low whistle. “She’s good.” He ran a hand over the splintered wood. “And I need more practice.”

“I want a quick look around before we go,” I said. I wanted to know what the dogs had been eating. 

Behind the houses, a third dog stood sentinel over a large bone, slaver dripping from its toothy snarl. Bones were strewn around the small yard, some still with bits of flesh and cloth clinging to them. There wasn’t much left of whoever the bones had belonged to, so I assumed the pack must have been hanging around, looking for a way into the house to get at the other body. And Reyes and I had just opened the door for them.

“Looks like it was an older person,” Reyes said, motioning toward a skull with a tuft of gray hair still attached. 

I breathed a guilty sigh of relief. Whoever this was, they were too old to play with dolls. 

Reyes raised his gun and shot the dog point-blank. It didn’t know enough to run.
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Chapter Nine
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Jack

––––––––
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The moment I was dreading finally arrived as our caravan departed from the guiding influence of the river and turned toward the setting sun. Provided we didn’t have much farther to go, I was confident I could find my way back to the river. An old city rose out of the sea of trees, its crumbling towers vivid against the red- and gold-streaked sky. I knew what skyscrapers were, had seen plenty of them in the movies. But this was the first time I had seen them for real. They must have been quite something before they were eroded by time and neglect. Under different circumstances, I would be excited by the thought of exploring such a place. However, right now I was just relieved that such a prominent landmark stood as a signpost to guide me back to the river. The prospect of finding my way home was not lost.

We left the foothills and headed right for the city. Within a few miles we came to a well-worn trail, and our ride smoothed out considerably. It wasn’t a straight trail, but rather it weaved around debris and holes in the ground. After a bit of studying, I finally realized the holes were old basements and we were traveling through a pre-War suburb. It was difficult to discern the exact layout of the community because it was so overgrown with brush, trees, and vines. 

The closer we came to the city, the higher the skyscrapers loomed. There was an ominous feel to their presence that I was pretty sure I wasn’t the only one to feel. By the look of Naoki and Talon’s faces they were also in awe. The sheer number of people who must have lived there before the War was incomprehensible. I thought our Dome was densely populated, but this... Each skyscraper alone must have housed thousands, which made me think the pre-War population of this city was in the hundred thousands, if not close to a million. Yeah, I knew the earth’s total population was close to eight billion when WWIII broke out, but this was the first piece of evidence I had ever seen that gave credence to that number.

As we rolled into the city, the ominous feel of the place turned to just plain creepy. There were so many buildings, all of them in a state of collapse. Their hollow, dark interiors beckoned me to peer into their depths to see if eyes were staring back. Movement on the top of a half-crumbled low-rise building caught my attention. Hollywood didn’t miss it either. He waved to whoever it was, and within minutes more than a dozen men came out of two nearby buildings to greet our convoy. Hands were shaken, arms slapped, and recruits inspected. 

One man greeted Hollywood with a long-lost-best-friend man hug. “Ralph, it’s good to see you home,” he said, stepping out of the hug and gripping Hollywood by the shoulder. “I took care of your wives while you were gone like I promised, my friend. And if any of your sons have my eyes, it’s purely coincidental.” Laughter rose up at the joke, and Hollywood beamed at the attention.

My rifle was passed around and bets were taken on what price it would fetch, with some guessing it was worthless and others predicting a wife and two bushels of fresh produce from the first spring harvest. Hollywood proudly showed off my jacket, which he was still wearing, and drew their attention to me. I didn’t like the way some of them leered at me, especially in my current shackled state. I only had my legs to fight with, but fight I would if any of them tried to touch me. But then Hollywood told them an exaggerated version of Ryan’s fighting skills and how he, Hollywood, had to shoot the warrior down himself. After that story, no one wanted to let us loose.

Just before the sun was completely gone, another group of men emerged from a crumbling building. This group was different. Some of the men had their hands tied behind their backs. Looking at Naoki, I motioned with my chin in the direction of the group, and he craned his neck to see. As they came closer, I noticed that the cross-shape branded into the cheeks of the men with their hands tied was still raw. New recruits, I thought. 

“Hey, Sanjay,” I said in a low tone. The younger man had stayed close to our wagon, remaining apart from the rest of the men. He turned his head to look at me. “What’s with those guys? Where are they coming from?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “One of the mines.”

“A mine in a collapsing building?” I asked. He nodded. “What do you mine?”

“Plastic usually, but whatever we can find of value.”

I shook my head. “I thought you made plastic.”

His eyebrows furrowed together in an are you for real? kind of expression. “You have to have plastic to melt it down and make stuff.”

Naoki leaned forward to give Sanjay a pointed look. “Is that why you kidnapped us? To make us mine for your plastic?”

Sanjay was about to answer him when Hollywood came around to the back of our wagon and opened up the wooden crate. He was humming a happy tune. “We’ll be home by lunchtime tomorrow,” he said, taking out the container of “bear meat.” His eyes settled on me. “And I’ll finally get rid of you.”

I flashed him a smile. “You’ll miss me.”

Hollywood ignored me and motioned Sanjay toward the water bottles. “Give them extra rations. I want them looking strong and healthy when they’re appraised.” He left to tend to the bears.

Sanjay picked up a water bottle and started with Talon. It was unusual to see Sanjay with Talon. Phillip usually rushed to be the one to give the younger man his ration.

“Where’s Phillip?” I asked.

Sanjay motioned with his head. “Over there.”

He was at the wagon filled with men and young boys. They were unhooking the prisoners to give them a hygienic break, and Phillip was helping. He seemed very interested in one of the boys and was offering to be his guard during the break.

“Don’t we get a hygienic break?” I asked. Someone needed to keep an eye on Phillip. 

“Hollywood says you’re not allowed,” Sanjay said.

“Why not?” Naoki asked.

Sanjay’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You forget what happened last time?” He looked around the camp and then back at us. “The captains of the other rigs told Hollywood not to unhook you from the wagon anymore. We never saw anyone fight like that before. I mean, he ran up a tree trunk and landed right on Jesse and started strangling him.” Sanjay perused all of our faces, his own set in a look of disbelief. “Do you all know how to fight like that?”

Naoki and I exchanged a knowing glance. “Nope,” I said. “Just Ryan.”

His shoulders slumped. “Too bad. You’d be worth more.” Sanjay finished giving Talon his ration and moved on to Naoki.

It was curious that Hollywood didn’t yell at Phillip for leaving us or call him back to ration duty. In fact, as soon as Sanjay was finished giving us the biggest ration of water and fish we had had since being kidnapped, Hollywood sent him away to go see if anyone else needed help. I thought it was awfully generous of a guy like Hollywood to share his laborers, but when I saw him sneak a chunk of the bears’ food, skewer it with a stick, and put it over the fire, I knew it wasn’t generosity that motivated him. 

My bigger-than-usual ration threatened to come back up.

“I guess we should be happy we’re almost there before we end up on a stick,” Naoki whispered.

“Who says we won’t once we get there?” I asked.

“True,” he said, nodding. “At least there are no cats tonight.” 

I had become so accustomed to their growls that I hadn’t noticed when they weren’t there. “Yeah,” I said.

Hollywood guffawed. He was at the fire roasting his dinner only ten feet away from our wagon. “That’s because your friend slowed them down.”

He was such an evil, ill-tempered little man, and my lip curled up at him. “And no doubt enticed them to come looking for more, especially when they get a whiff of whoever you’re cooking.”

Hollywood spun around and glared at me. “This is rodent!” he said, pointing to the meat on the stick.

“Sure it is,” I said.

“You little asshole!” Hollywood yelled. “I’m so fed up with you.” He reached for his bow. 

I braced myself for the impact of the arrow, although I wasn’t afraid of dying from it. If taking three in the chest all at the same time hadn’t killed me, I was pretty sure one on its own wouldn’t do it. But the effects of the drug were nasty.

“What are you doing, Hollywood?” Sanjay asked. 

“Teaching this little scorchedlander freak a lesson,” Hollywood said.

Sanjay put his hand on Hollywood’s arm to prevent him from nocking the arrow. “He gets appraised tomorrow, and he’s worth nothing dead.”

Hollywood’s sneer grew, crinkling his nose, but he dropped his hand and returned to cooking his “rodent.”

As the night wore on, I wished he had shot me with devil’s blood so I didn’t have to witness their debauchery.
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Chapter Ten
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Sunny

––––––––
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Summer and Eli both had weapons drawn when we returned to the raft. 

“Well?” Summer asked anxiously.

“Four houses, and they all looked like they had been ransacked. We only found two bodies,” I said, walking up to Summer. I gave her a fierce hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Have I ever told you that you’re the strongest person I know?”

“On occasion,” she said suspiciously. 

“Recruiters were here,” Eli said. “I found a couple piles of cat dung. The rain last night didn’t wash it all away, and it was close to a tree gouged by claws.”

Summer, Reyes, and I exchanged glances. 

“Cats?” Reyes asked.

“There were dogs,” I said. “We killed all three.”

“Dogs don’t scratch trees,” Eli said. 

We were still skeptical. How could a cat kill all those people? 

“The bodies you found, were they torn apart?”

“One was,” Reyes said.

Eli nodded. “That’s the work of cats. Those little dogs are scavengers and can only tear meat off the bones, not pull bones apart.”

Summer turned to him, wide-eyed. “I’m thinking we’re not talking about the same kind of little kitty Heidi snuck in to Klara’s house.”

“I’ll be honest, I don’t know who Heidi or Klara are,” Eli said. “But I’m not talking about a little kitty. The tigers I’m talking about are as big as the bears. Years ago, when I was forced to work for Ryder, I saw one male that I swear was almost as tall as you, Reyes. Scared me so bad, my heart almost stopped.” Eli’s eyes grew big at the memory. 

“Tigers?” Reyes asked, echoing my own confusion. He raised his eyebrows. “You mean big orange cats with long, sharp teeth?” Eli nodded. Reyes turned his attention to me. “I think he has his continents mixed up.”

Eli frowned. “No I don’t. Tigers have been around forever.”

I was about to agree with Reyes when it occurred to me that tigers had existed on our continent before the War. “Maybe not,” I said. “Tigers were common in zoos and in circuses, and I remember reading that some people kept them as pets.” 

Eli shrugged. “I’m not sure where they came from, I just know they’ve always been around. And cats like to shadow recruiting parties, looking for handouts and anyone careless enough to stray away from the group.”

My mouth went dry. “Handouts? You mean like...people?” I asked, desperately hoping I was wrong. 

“No, I mean like bodies. Not all recruits make it to Ryder’s city.”

My gaze flew to Jin-Sook. She was better than me at hiding her feelings, but I still saw the worry in her eyes. “Our men are strong,” she said. “They have a better chance than most.” 

“She’s right,” Eli said. “Our people are well-fed and have an advantage.”

“If that was the work of recruiters,” Reyes said, thumbing back toward the houses. “Then it’s been a few days since they were here, judging by the body in the house.”

“I think I found some tracks,” Jin-Sook said. “I don’t know for sure.” 

“Let’s go have a look,” Eli said. He cast a covert glance at Summer and then said, “We might want to go on foot for a while anyway since the water gets rougher past the lake.” 

Summer looked relieved.

We deflated the raft, packed it up, and set out into the forest with Jin-Sook and Eli taking the lead. Because of all the exposed rock, the trail we found was intermittent and hard to follow. Twice we found good, solid-looking wagon tracks and once a boot print. We found more cat dung too.

We had walked less than an hour and were in the process of working our way up a steep section of forested terrain when Jin suddenly stopped, stood very still, and cocked her head to one side. We all came to a halt and listened. Then I heard it. Voices. 

Using the hydraulics in our exoskeletons, Summer, Reyes, and I practically leaped to the top of the rocky hillside and crouched behind some dense, leafless brush. We pulled our hoods up for extra cover while we scoped out the area. Peeking over the brush, I surveyed a roughly woven path across the rocky woodland floor. Three people were walking on the path headed in our direction. They were far enough away that I couldn’t see their faces, but I recognized their uniforms: Dome soldiers. 

Jin-Sook and Eli caught up to us.

“What are you people?” Eli whispered. 

“Fast,” Reyes said.

“Ted told me before I left that there was a search party out looking for Jack. That’s probably them,” I said.

Summer shrank behind the brush. “Then let’s leave them to it and go our own way.”

“See the ground?” Eli said, pointing to an area of the trail close to us. “Those are bear and wagon tracks.”

The three Domers were getting closer. They were examining the trail they were walking on. I flicked my head toward them. “We should find out what they know.”

“I’m not working with bourge,” Reyes whispered. Jin bit her lip, looking from Reyes to me. I could tell by her expression that she was torn.

“If we join forces, it makes us all stronger. They could use our help too,” I said.

“Do you think we can trust them?” Eli asked.

I waited for them to come closer and was pretty sure I recognized Alex, Jack’s friend. I didn’t really like him, but Jack seemed to trust him. 

“The one in the lead is Alex, a friend of Jack’s. I’ll go meet him,” I said and made to get up. 

Reyes grabbed my arm and pulled me back down. “Sunny, working with the bourge is not a good idea.”

“I told you last night, not everyone from the Dome is a bourge.” 

He blew air out of his nose as his lip twitched into a brief sneer. “Yeah. I remember.”

My teeth clenched at the memory of his accusation that I had walked away from my own people. “Stay here then.”

I stood and scrambled over the side of the ridge. Alex and the other two soldiers stopped in their tracks and raised their rifles. I heard someone behind me and turned to see Reyes and Summer on my heels. I wasn’t surprised to see Summer.

“You’re coming?” I asked Reyes.

“Unless you’re no longer carrying that special cargo, I have to,” he said dryly. 

“That’s far enough!” Alex called. They all had their guns aimed at us.

I raised my hands, palms spread, on either side of me. “Hi, Alex,” I called back. They advanced, weapons still aimed. “No need for guns.” They didn’t lower them.

“What are they doing?” Summer asked in a low voice. We exchanged an uneasy glance. “Wait!” she said. “Our suits! We must look like aliens.”

She was right. The suit had become comfortable enough that I had forgotten I was wearing it. “We’re from the Dome!” I said in a louder voice. We were all close enough to fully see each other, and yet they weren’t backing down. I was getting worried. “Where are Jin and Eli?” I asked under my breath. 

“Doing their heathen thing,” Reyes said. I took that to mean they were in camouflage mode, probably with weapons drawn. The People had even less trust for the bourge than we did.

Alex came to within six feet of us and stopped. He lowered his rifle, but the two soldiers behind him kept theirs trained on us. “Wearing those glasses, I’d say you’re from the Pit.”

I didn’t like the tone of his voice. “Dome is short for biodome. I didn’t think I needed to make the distinction,” I said.

“What the hell are you wearing?” he asked, using the barrel of his rifle to gesture at our suits.

“The newest fad,” I said and pointed to their guns. “We’re all friends here.”

Alex raised his gun again and just as he did, I heard the whiz of an arrow flying by. It hit the ground in front of him, and he snapped his head up and scanned the trees. “You have heathens with you?” 

“Three of the men the recruiters took were from their Nation,” I said. Deliberately, I lowered my hood to let him see my red hair. Maybe he didn’t recognize me. “And as you know, they have Jack too. We’re all searching for the same people.”

Alex half grinned when he saw my hair but didn’t tell his men to lower their weapons. 

Another group of soldiers rounded the bend behind Alex. They broke into a run as soon as they saw us. Alex turned around, saw them, and immediately whispered stand down to his men. 

“What’s going on?” one of the approaching soldiers called to us. I recognized Hayley’s voice.

“We found another search party,” Alex called back. 

“Hey, it’s Jack’s girl,” Hayley said as she came closer. She stopped alongside Alex.

“Wife,” I corrected her. 

Her lips curved into an indulgent smile, but as her gaze swept over the three of us, her pretty features transformed into a confused expression of distaste. “What are you guys wearing? Was there a sale? Did I miss it?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah.”

“Why is there an arrow sticking out of the ground?” she asked.

I directed my answer at Alex. “I guess our friends were getting a little concerned for our safety.”

Ignoring me, Alex said, “They have heathens with them. Not sure how many.”

Hayley immediately scanned the forest. “Are they friendly?”

“Friendlier than the present company,” I said. 

Hayley looked from me to Alex. “What’s she talking about?”

Alex looked a little sheepish. “We were just being careful. You know, with the rumors that have been circulating lately.”

Hayley’s forehead creased. “Didn’t you recognize her?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Not until you said who she was.”

My gut told me he was lying. And Jack’s wife or not, he had no quarrel with anyone from the Pit and absolutely no reason to hold a gun on us. I tried to remember what, if anything, Jack had told me about him. Although the first time I had ever met Alex was on the range—the shooting range where the bourge sent troublemaking urchins to be hunted like game. I later learned that Alex belonged to Liberty back before the Dome was liberated. What I didn’t know was if he was a member of the Alliance. Not every member of Liberty had embraced the principles of the Alliance: freedom, equality, and democracy for all, including the Pit. The more affluent, traditional members of Liberty had been focused on ridding the Dome of the Holt dictatorship and reestablishing a democratic government only. Those people were still in favor of a strict caste system, and some were even still in favor of slavery. 

Turning back to Alex, I asked, “What rumors have been circulating?” 

“That the urchins deliberately staged the riot at the Employment Center last week to provoke another uprising,” Alex said.

Hayley shook her head. “And rumors are all they are—”

“Lies,” Reyes cut in, staring at Alex. “Lies spread by you people so the ugly truth doesn’t stick to you.”

Alex tilted his head slightly and narrowed his eyes at Reyes. “Yeah, and what truth is that, boy?”

Reyes’ nostrils flared in anger, and he took a step toward Alex. I made no move to stop him. If Reyes punched him square in the face, Alex deserved it. But Hayley stepped in between them and, aware of the damage Reyes could do to her, especially in his exoskeleton, I grabbed his arm with both my hands to hold him back. 

He yanked away from me. 

“Reyes, stop!” He was strong, and it took both my arms to hold back his one. Finally, he stood down.

Once Hayley was satisfied Reyes was under control, she turned on Alex. “That was out of line,” she admonished him. “I was at the Employment Center the day of the riot. My team and I were sent to help get the crowd under control.” Her gaze swung back to Reyes. “And I understand why everyone from the Pit was angry.” 

She looked at him with an apologetic expression, and he stared back, the moment stretching out as some unspoken thing passed between them. 

“You were there,” he finally said.

I thought it was an odd statement considering she had just said so. Yet, she nodded as if it wasn’t strange at all. 

Alex plastered a smile on his face. “Well, it looks like we have a credible eyewitness account,” he said, holding out his hand for Reyes to shake. “My bad for putting stock in rumors.”

Reyes didn’t accept his handshake or respond to the peace offering in any way.

I eyed Alex warily. “No, my bad for coming here thinking you might want to work together on the search. We’ll be on our way.” 

“Wait,” Hayley said, putting up a hand. “You might want to see this before you go.” 
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The sun was high when we broke out of the forest onto a flat, treeless plain. Only the infrequent tufts of dead grass showed that any life grew there at all. It was hard to see around the rumps of the beasts pulling us, but I could make out a long fence about a mile away. A thick stone chimney stood tall above the fence, curls of white smoke billowing out and dissolving in the wind. Although the breeze was at our backs, the occasional whiff of wood smoke came wafting our way. 

The rig captains waved a greeting. I squinted to get a better look, finally making out three figures just above the top of the fence. It appeared Ryder’s city was more of a compound, and I wondered if the guarded fence was to keep people in or to keep them out. The doors to the gates opened, and six archers emerged. Hollywood jeered at them good-naturedly, and one of the men heckled back. 

I caught Naoki’s eye, and we communicated a wary sentiment. Neither one of us had been expecting a compound. It would make escaping more complicated. Talon was watching both of us with barely concealed fear, and it occurred to me that the younger man was most likely counting on us to get him out of this. But this was beyond our control. My eyes skidded away from the question in his and returned to the fence, examining it for a weak point. 

The nearer we approached, the more figures appeared at the gates. The excitement was palpable, both inside the city boundaries and out here among the recruiters. Children came to the gates trying to sneak out but were pulled back by feminine figures. Our captors waved, smiling broadly. This was a happy homecoming for them. We recruits were less enthusiastic. The only thing we were about to meet was our fate. 

As we passed through the gates and into the compound, Naoki and I sat up as straight as our plastic ties would allow us to get a better view. The houses that lined either side of the well-worn rutted street were the oddest I had ever seen. They were crudely constructed of logs with mud and straw used to fill the cracks, and pitched roofs made of plastic sheeting that was swirled with random streaks of color. A few roofs looked melted where the rock chimneys and plastic sheeting joined, and other houses had framed the chimney with what looked like slate to prevent melting. 

People filed out of their homes, waving at our passing caravan, sending up whoops of delight. Small children ran out and hugged their fathers, and the women, who I presumed were the wives and mothers, kept a respectable distance. It was a more densely populated city than I had anticipated, especially when I thought of the hundreds of miles we’d covered and barely had seen another living soul. 

As we continued, the narrow street we traveled opened up into a village square. To our right was a single large dwelling with a front veranda made of roughly hewn lumber. To our left were smaller houses built side by side, their doors and shutters open and displaying animal skins, bolts of cloth and boots. It looked to be a marketplace. In the center of the village square was a large area enclosed by a rectangular waist-high picket fence. Two men were opening up the gates and waving their arms in a come on motion at us. As each wagon filed through the gates, the rig captains were directed where to park. There was a big firepit to one side, wisps of smoke curling up as the burning wood snapped and hissed. A metal rod leaned against the side of the pit with one end buried in the hot coals.

The front door of the big house banged open and two men came out carrying a table and a chair. Hollywood rushed forward to help them. One of the men looked annoyed by his enthusiasm. As they went past our wagon, I heard Hollywood say to the man, “I found something real special this time out. You be sure to tell Father Ryder that.” 

"Yeah, yeah," the man said in a dismissive tone.

“Hollywood is kissing up,” I said to Naoki in a low voice.

Naoki looked around to see if anyone had heard me. No one seemed to notice. “Only two sentries on the front gate,” he whispered.

“If I can get my rifle back, there soon won’t be any,” I said.

Naoki snorted. “And assuming we can’t get your rifle or my bow?”

“Did they take your blowgun?” I asked. 

The People always had a blowgun attached to their belts. It was a tube of hollowed-out wood used for many purposes, one of them being to blow out quills dipped in a plant sedative. They had used the weapon on a Dome soldier once, and Sunny had been falsely accused of killing the man. The incident had become the catalyst that led to our coalition with the People and ultimately to conquering General Powell’s troops. 

“They took the gun, but they didn’t find the darts,” Naoki said. He yanked against his binds. “Unfortunately I can’t get at them.”

“I still have mine too,” Talon said. 

“They won’t do you a lot of good here. Too many people,” I said, taking a look around. Only the wagons, their crews, and people from the big house were inside the fence. Outside the fence, people were showing up in droves. 

A murmuring went through the gathering crowd as the doors to the big house opened again and a man stepped out. The applause that went up was almost deafening. Hollywood banged his hands together, his face cracked in the biggest smile I had ever seen on him, and if I wasn’t mistaken, he may have curtsied. 

So that must be Father Ryder.

I had to admit he was nothing like the old shriveled-up crazy-eyed man I had imagined him to be. Ryder was a tall, strapping figure with ebony skin that shone wherever sunlight touched it. He waved to the crowd and descended the four steps down to the common area. His shirt was made of woven fabric, the sleeves rolled up and straining against his large, taut biceps. Beige animal-skin pants, belted low against a flat stomach, were tucked into soft black leather boots that came up almost to his knees. His short-cropped black Afro was sprinkled with only a few gray hairs, and I guessed his age to be around forty. He wore an easy smile, showing remarkably straight white teeth. 

On his way toward the table, he stopped to shake the hand of a rig captain and chat with him for a few minutes. Judging by the red creeping into Hollywood’s face, he was pissed. I knew we were valuable to Hollywood, but it wasn’t until that moment that I realized just how important we were to him. I got the impression that this was going to be his finest hour, standing before the crowd and presenting me, or my rifle, to Father Ryder. 

One of the men by the table shooed Hollywood away as Ryder approached the first wagon, the one full of men and boys. The captain of that rig already had his recruits unhooked, off the wagon, and standing ready for inspection. Hollywood returned to us, his mouth set in an angry line. He stared down at the captain Ryder had stopped to talk to and muttered, “Asshole.”

We were third in line to be appraised, so I had some time to look around the compound. The big smokestack we saw on the way into the compound was the tallest, most prominent feature, but I couldn’t see the base of the structure from where I was sitting. As far as I could tell, all of the outlying buildings that ran along the fence were residences. It looked like the important buildings, like Father Ryder’s house, were in the center. That was good information to have because if we couldn’t escape through the gates, we would need to go either under or over that fence. 

A commotion from the first cart caught my attention as the recruits were sent to stand in an orderly fashion by the firepit. I looked at the cheeks of the recruiters, and every other person in the compound whose face was visible, and it clicked. We were going to be branded. 

Ryder moved to the next wagon, the one full of women and girls. They were offloaded and ready for inspection, just like the first cart. I wondered why Hollywood wasn’t getting us ready. I observed the man who was constantly at Ryder’s side, a crude sort of clipboard in his hand and a... pencil? Pen? He was obviously Ryder’s aid, taking inventory or keeping track of payments or something.

Ryder greeted the captain warmly and listened intently to everything the captain had to say. He instructed his aid to write a few notes, and then the female recruits were sent to stand with the others by the firepit. A few of the women and children dissolved into tears when they were able to touch their menfolk for the first time since their capture. They stood huddled, arms around each other. No one stopped them.

Our turn, and Hollywood still didn’t have us offloaded and ready. Ryder looked a little perplexed, but still greeted Hollywood like a long-absent son. Hollywood looked as though he was about to explode with pride. I nudged Naoki with my foot and flicked my chin in Hollywood’s direction, and we shared a silent laugh. 

Ryder extended his hand to Hollywood, and the short little man practically swooned. “Ralph, it’s good to see you again,” Ryder said, clasping his hand and slapping his shoulder. Ryder looked in our direction, his eyebrows slightly furrowed. “Are your people unable to stand?”

Hollywood shook his head vigorously. “I won’t let them stand,” he said gravely. “You may have heard already how dangerous they are. They’re skilled warriors. The best I’ve ever seen.” His face fell into an expression of repentance and he clasped his hands together as if seeking forgiveness. “I captured four, but I had to kill one of them when he escaped from me and seriously injured five men.”

Ryder’s mouth cracked into a huge smile. “Five men?” he asked. Slowly his smile faded, and he never took his eyes off Hollywood. “I heard it was one man, and it wasn’t you who shot him down.”

Hollywood’s eyes shifted away from the good Father, beads of sweat breaking out on his red face. Sanjay and Phillip stood just behind him, silently looking down at their feet. “Yes... well... it depends on who’s telling the story,” Hollywood said. He clenched his jaw, turned on his heel, took the few steps to the back of our wagon, and retrieved my rifle from the crate. He held it aloft in a triumphant manner. “Made from steel and still working.”

Barely concealed laughter came from the other recruiters. I couldn’t see Hollywood’s face because his back was to me, but I could see Ryder’s. He studied the rifle for a moment before he reached out and took it from Hollywood. As he tested its weight, his eyebrows rose, and the corners of his mouth turned down as if to say not bad. Running a hand along the barrel, he turned it upside down and examined the trigger. Turning it upright, he pointed and tried to shoot. Hollywood jumped out of the way. By now I knew it was locked and so wasn’t surprised when it didn’t go off.

“It doesn’t work,” Ryder said. He didn’t hand it back to Hollywood, though. He passed it to his aid. “But we might be able to use it to make a mold for a working gun. Good find, Ralph. I’ll ensure you’re fairly compensated.”

Hollywood bobbed his head up and down, and then turned back around to the wagon. His eyes were bright with glee. “I think you’ll find this one’s clothes to be of interest too.” He climbed into the wagon, unhooked me, and pulled me up. My legs didn’t want to support me after a week of barely using them. Hollywood yanked me to the edge of the cart, and I almost fell over. Digging my nails into the heel of my hand, I willed my legs to move properly. I didn’t want to look weak in front of these people. I jumped down from the back of the wagon and just as my knees buckled, Hollywood grabbed me by the shirt and hauled me up to put me face-to-face with Father Ryder. 

Ryder was slightly taller than me and broader, especially after my week of malnourishment. The whites of his eyes stood out in sharp contrast to the deep rich brown of his irises and skin. There was no mistaking the intelligence that lurked there. His eyes raked over my hair, my clothes, and my boots. Hollywood, who had stolen my jacket and worn it during the trip, had taken it off that morning and tucked it away in the crate. He brought it out now and presented it to Father Ryder. Ryder waved his hand toward his aid, and Hollywood gave it to him.

Taking the hem of my short-sleeved t-shirt between his thumb and two fingers, he rubbed the material. “It is finely woven.” He looked directly in my eyes, a kind expression on his face. “Did you find it, or were you able to weave this yourself?”

I didn’t hesitate to lie. “Found it.”

“Where?”

I shrugged, trying to give myself a little time to think. “In...an old city.”

Ryder narrowed his eyes slightly as he peered into mine. I held his gaze, unwavering. “Ralph. Where did you find him?”

“North, in an old town. We searched the entire area and didn’t find anything.”

“North,” Ryder repeated. “Are you Daemon’s men?”

Dena had told me about someone named Daemon. If I remembered correctly, Ryder and Daemon weren’t on friendly terms. “I don’t even know who Daemon is,” I said truthfully.

He nudged my boot with the toe of his. “So where’d you get the clothes? And the rifle?”

“I can’t remember exactly. I travel around a lot.”

One side of Ryder’s mouth turned up in a grin. I could tell he didn’t believe me. “Okay,” he said and motioned with his head for us to go over to the firepit. 

Naoki and Talon were unhooked, dragged down off the wagon, and appraised. We were taken to stand with the others, all huddled together and waiting to be branded like a herd of animals.
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Sunny
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I wasn’t sure I should tell Jin-Sook and Eli to come out of hiding and join us, but whatever Hayley wanted to show us, I wanted Eli to see it as well since he was the expert on recruiters. I didn’t feel threatened by Hayley or the four soldiers with her. Alex was another matter, although it was becoming clear that he was better behaved in Hayley’s company. And if Alex did start something, we weren’t exactly defenseless.

“It’s okay to come out,” I yelled to Jin-Sook and Eli. A ripple of tension went through the soldiers when they suddenly appeared at the forest edge. 

Other than a glance, Hayley didn’t pay them much attention. She just turned and headed in the direction from which she had come. Most of the Dome soldiers, including Alex, turned and followed her, with a few hanging back to guard from behind. I didn’t feel there was any immediate threat from the recruiters because Jin-Sook hadn’t given me any signals. She was attuned to life in the forest. She knew every nuance of the breeze, the seasons, and the animals that made their home there. She could tell when strangers were around, just as she had sensed the bourge’s presence before any of us. And the only thing she was being watchful of was them, her knuckles white as she gripped her bow. 

The apprehension among all of us was almost tangible. Although I knew Jack’s friends had never really cared for me, I had thought they’d at least accepted me. They had always been polite, never hostile. Now I had to wonder how much of their attitude had been for Jack’s benefit. 

Maybe Reyes was right. Maybe I had become blind to what was really going on.

“We stick together,” I said in a low voice.

Jin tugged on her bow to draw our attention to it. “I won’t hesitate to use this if I feel the need.” I knew her reflexes were lightning fast and deadly accurate. 

“Good,” I said. We moved to catch up to them.

Including Hayley, Alex, and the two soldiers behind us, there were eight bourge. I took stock of our defenses in case things turned ugly. Both Jin and Eli had knives, dart guns, and bows. I didn’t know Eli very well, but I did know Jin was expertly skilled in using her weapons. Summer, Reyes, and I all had guns, knives sheathed in the sides of our boots, and the strength and speed our exoskeletons gave us. We were more than capable of defending ourselves. 

“Look at the cart tracks,” Eli said, and we all paused. He stopped and crouched, pointing to two flat lines scored into the earth. “They can’t be more than four days old.”

“How do you know that?” I asked. My heart flipped in excitement. Only four days old meant we were catching up.

“The tracks had to have been gouged deep to still be here after all that rain we had last night, so the ground must have been thawed when they passed through.” He poked two fingers into the rut. “It was a heavy load to make tracks this deep.”

It was hard to hear, but it wasn’t unexpected. “You mean it was carrying men.” 

He gave a curt nod. “That would be my guess.” 

“What are you?” Alex asked Eli. “Some kind of tracker?”

“Something like that,” Eli said and stood up. He rubbed the ugly cross-shaped scar on his cheek. “I’m a former recruit.”

Hayley put a hand on her hip. “Are you kidding?” She looked at me. “Why didn’t we know about him? This is our third search.” She said it as if they were entitled to a guide and we were not. 

I could have responded to Hayley in a lot of ways, like pointing out that her inherent prejudice and distrust of the so-called heathens actually made her unentitled, but I didn’t want to provoke a conflict. 

“You didn’t ask,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes at me, and I flashed back to the first time I’d met her, when she’d thought I was nothing more than Jack’s concubine. She didn’t like me then either. And the reminder made me question why she was out here risking her own neck to look for Jack. Did she still have feelings for him? 

She turned her attention to Eli. “Well, now I’m really looking forward to hearing what you have to say about this,” she said, continuing in the direction we’d started.

Scanning the trail as I walked, I vainly tried to get a vibe from the place. Had Jack passed through here just four days ago in the back of a cart pulled by bears and guarded by men called recruiters? It was unimaginable. One minute we were exploring an old, decayed city, and the next—bam!—our lives were ripped apart. How could it have happened? We had been carrying rifles and had never even gotten off a shot. 

The element of surprise had given the recruiters the upper hand. Even Naoki, Ryan, and Talon, whose habit it was to blend in with their surroundings at all times, had strolled out into the open. We hadn’t bothered to look behind us, too engrossed in the city we were set to explore, too confident in our technological superiority to be afraid of the unknown. Too presumptuous in our belief that there simply weren’t enough people in the world to worry about ever crossing paths. It all added up to one big stupid mistake, and it had proven costly. 

As we rounded the bend in the trail, the landscape opened up and trees became sparse. The mountain provided a stony wall on one side, and a steep ravine led down to the river on the other. There were so many tracks that the soil looked churned up, and the charred remains of campfires pockmarked the ground. The sheer number of people who must have camped there was staggering. My hand went to my forehead as I tried to take it all in.

“I thought you said recruiters hunted in small packs,” Reyes said to Eli. 

Eli surveyed the area, shaking his head in disbelief. “I’ve never seen a hunting party this big.”

“We’re up against a small army,” Jin-Sook breathed. 

A sense of hopelessness tugged at me. Even if we could trust the bourge and combine forces with them, we were still vastly outnumbered. 

I kicked at the remnants of a campfire. “They weren’t afraid of their fires being seen.”

“When you’re at the top of the food chain, you don’t have to be afraid,” Eli said. 

“What’s that over there?” Summer asked. She moved away from us, pushing past a few soldiers as she went, and I caught one of them giving her a shy smile. Summer didn’t notice him though. She kept going past and then reached down and picked something up from the damp ground. She smeared away the mud, examining the small item. “Oh, it’s plastic,” she said and looked at Hayley. “I guess one of you guys dropped it.”

“Can I see it?” Eli asked, walking toward her. He took it out of her hand and two seconds later declared, “It’s the top off of one of their water bottles. It belongs to Ryder’s men.”

“They have plastic?” one of the soldiers blurted out, and both Hayley and Alex shot him a warning look. “I mean, sir! Sirs!” His face turned red.

“So? They collect water bottles,” Alex said with disinterest. “It can take five hundred years for that kind of plastic to break down.”

“They mine for plastic,” Eli said. “And then they turn it into stuff.”

“Mine plastic?” Reyes asked incredulously. “You mean, like, mining for coal?”

“I don’t know anything about coalmining, but plasticmining is dangerous. Most plastics are found at the bottom of collapsed buildings, like old shopping malls and skyscrapers, down in the concrete wells underneath them. I can tell you from personal experience it’s not just cave-ins you have to worry about, but what’s living down there too. Cats use old buildings as dens, and the farther south you go, vipers and sometimes alligators are a problem.”

The only collapsed buildings I had ever seen were the ones we’d come across last week in the old city we were set to explore before the recruiters attacked us. I remembered big blocks of concrete; twisted, rusted-out rebar; and a mix of synthetic and organic debris filling in all the cracks, giving the vegetation a place to grow. How could anyone “mine” that? 

“Wait a minute, did you say personal experience?” I asked. A creepy feeling was working its way up my spine. “Is that what they recruited you for?” 

Suddenly he didn’t seem to want to make eye contact with me. “Yes,” he said. My stomach clenched. His gaze shifted back to me, his face apologetic. “They’ll take the men back to the city first so Ryder can inspect the new recruits and assess payment.”

“Payment?” Alex asked. “The recruiters get paid?”

“Well, yeah,” Eli said, as if that were a given. “Why else would they do it?”

Whether or not they were paid was irrelevant in my mind. Up until now, everyone had told me that Ryder recruited men to go fight his war against the North. I mean, it took time to train someone to be a soldier, right? But mining... Having grown up a slave in the Pit, I knew all too well that miners were just thrown into a hole and told to dig. We were running out of time. Or maybe we’d already run out.

“But they recruit men to become soldiers,” I said with an edge of hysteria, trying to block the image of Jack being dropped into a collapsed building with vipers, tigers, and God only knew what else. “Not miners. That’s what you told me. That’s what everyone told me.”

My outburst drew attention, and they all paused to look at me, but it was Hayley’s expression that spoke volumes. Hers was a mix of distaste and pity. I pulled myself up taller and dug my nails into my palms. I didn’t care if she hated me, but I refused to be pitied.

“What else can you tell us about them, Eli?” I asked in a more controlled voice.

He placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “That every single person they capture is worth something to them, and getting them back to Ryder for payment is what recruiting is all about. I’d say they’re only four days ahead of us. There’s time to catch them.”

“What do they get paid?” Alex persisted. 

“Food, property, wives,” Eli said.

Jin-Sook curled her lip. “Only the women considered worth breeding are taken and given as wives. The rest are used by the men in the camp and then slaughtered.” 

Then that made the woman back at the house we’d just left proof that it was recruiters who’d been there. My eyes ran over Jin-Sook’s attire, and I fully understood her desire to hide her femininity.

“If they only have a four-day lead on us, we should be on our way,” I said. 

After the way Alex had greeted us—as adversaries instead of friends—all thoughts of joining forces with them were gone. We couldn’t trust them.

“Wait,” Hayley said. She cast a glance at Eli. “We could use your guide.”

I cocked my head to one side, wondering if I had heard her correctly. “Excuse me?”

“C’mon, Sunny,” she said, her tone condescending. “You have no weapons, you’re on foot, and you’re not trained for this kind of thing.” She thumbed somewhere behind her, and for the first time I noticed the bikes parked beside some brush. “We’re Jack’s best chance at being rescued, and if we have a guide to lead us to Ryder, our chances just got better.”

My lips tightened against uttering the scathing response I wanted to give her.

Reyes made a grunting noise, a cross between a snarl and a laugh, and folded his arms across his chest. Hayley looked at him, raking her eyes from his face down to his toes and all the way back up again. Her smile was genuine. “You’re welcome to join us too. You can ride with me.” The woman was positively tactless. First Jack and now Reyes? The smile left her face when she refocused on me. “Sorry, we don’t have enough room for everyone. It’s just that your friend looks like he might be able to handle himself in a fight.”

Reyes’ lip twitched. “You’d be smart not to forget that,” he said and walked away. I almost clapped. 

I didn’t bother to hide my smirk. “Guess he’s not interested.” 

The rest of us moved to catch up to Reyes. I noticed the same soldier who had shyly smiled at Summer earlier was looking at her again, his hand half-raised as if about to wave. Summer was oblivious to him, and he dropped his hand as she passed.

“Don’t say I didn’t try to help,” Hayley called after us. We ignored her.

As soon as we were out of hearing range, Reyes stopped and turned on me. “You can’t tell me you trust those bourge.”

Ordinarily I wouldn’t respond to Reyes when he was angry. After years of being his girlfriend I’d learned that Angry Reyes had a tendency to lash out and hurt the object of his ire. But this time, I admitted to myself, I shouldered some blame. 

“I’m sorry. I thought I could, but that was a mistake.” 

“So in true Sunny style, you trusted first and asked questions later,” he said, mocking me. “No wonder Leisel Holt was able to manipulate you so easily.”

I balled my hands into fists. The nerve! “I don’t think it was that much of a stupid mistake, Reyes. I mean, if they’re out here looking for Jack, it’s because they care about him and want him back too. And if he trusted them, I didn’t see why I couldn’t. My only mistake was thinking they would treat us as equals and want to combine our search efforts.”

Reyes leaned closer to me. “Of course Kenner trusted them. He’s one of them!”

A flush of anger heated my cheeks. “Don’t start,” I said through gritted teeth. “I know you hate Jack. I get it. I really do. So I understand if you’re having a hard time giving him credit for everything he did for the Pit. But have you forgotten that it was Bron and a whole lot of other guards who smuggled weapons into the Pit so we could defend ourselves? Stood guard over Alliance meetings to protect us from being discovered by Domers? Risked their lives to help us? There are a lot of good people from the Dome who don’t deserve your hatred.”

Reyes’ face creased into a scowl. “Are you kidding me? A few good bourge and I’m supposed to forgive and forget a lifetime of slavery? Of taking their beatings? Of not being able to do a damn thing but watch them kill us!” He turned to Summer. “How about you? Have you forgiven them?”

Summer’s mouth fell open, and she took in a sharp breath. Her complexion paled beneath the rosy glow the sun and wind had bestowed on her over the past few days. Angry tears stung my eyes as I shook my head in disbelief at Reyes’ utter callousness. I glared at him. “How could you?” Moving toward Summer, I wrapped an arm around her. A tear slid from beneath her glasses. 

Reyes pinched his brow with his thumb and middle finger and swore under his breath. He stepped toward us. “I’m sorry,” he said to Summer. Elbowing me out of the way, he pulled her in for a hug. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

Summer nodded against his chest. “I know.” She put her hands on his chest and pulled back to look first at him and then at me. “You two have to stop fighting. You were at each other’s throats most of last night, and now you’re squabbling over who was right or wrong to trust those idiots back there.” 

Reyes took a step away from her, mouth opened to make some retort, but Summer held up her hand to stop him. 

“It’s my turn to talk, and after your last comment, you owe me.” 

Reyes closed his mouth, looking contrite. 

“I understand why you hate the bourge, Reyes. And you know that I hate them so much I almost killed myself in a bottle over it. But after living with Sunny, Jack, and Ted and putting up with their bourge friends stopping by for visits, I came to the realization that not everyone from the Dome is like Holt. So I understand why Sunny thought she could trust those Domers.” She turned to look at me. “And I also know that not everyone is like Jack, and you need to be a little more cautious.”

It wasn’t really what I wanted to hear from my best friend, but it was what I needed to hear. I could feel the heat of my embarrassment as I silently admitted she was irritatingly right. I flicked a glance at Eli and Jin-Sook to see how they were taking our argument and noticed Jin had her head tilted as if listening for something. 

“What?” I asked her.

Her lips pursed into a ssshhh, and she headed deeper into the forest. We pulled our hoods up and ran after her, finding a stand of four trees grouped closely together. We all stood still, and within minutes Hayley, Alex, and the rest of the team whizzed past on their bikes, heading south. Reyes’ hand curled into a fist as he watched them go. 

“I’m glad they’re gone,” Reyes said.

I let go of some of my anger. “Me too.” 

“That makes all of us,” Jin said.

“By the way,” Summer said to Reyes, “what was going on between you and what’s-her-name? It looked like you two might have met before.” Her mouth turned up into a coy smile as she looked at Reyes. “And she wanted you real bad too.”

Reyes’ face reddened. A smile sprang to my lips despite the fact I was still upset with him. I feigned wiping something from the corner of my mouth to hide it. Even though I didn’t like Hayley, her blatant interest in Reyes was kind of funny. But more importantly, it was good to see Summer being her old self again. For the past ten months, any comment that even hinted at her time with Holt had been enough to send her into a dark, silent mood with a bottle in hand. 

Despite his obvious discomfort, Reyes smiled at her. I got the impression he was thinking the same thing I was. “Hmphf,” he breathed out. “More like she wanted an expendable urchin around to save her ass if she needed it.”

I knew Reyes well enough to know that there was something he wasn’t telling us.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Jack
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The red-hot branding iron seared my skin, melting through the layers and sending the smell of burning flesh wafting up my nose. Clenching my teeth, I hissed through the pain, refusing to give in to the scream bubbling up the back of my throat. No matter how much it hurt, it didn’t compare to the anguish of watching the kids being branded, to listening to their agonizing shrieks while their parents begged and pleaded with the recruiters for mercy. I wouldn’t add to their terror with my own cries. 

The cool spring breeze rushed in to blow against my seared tattoo the second the iron was taken away. It would have been soothing if the pain weren’t so intense. Someone grabbed me by the shoulder and led me away from the firepit. Behind me I heard a sizzling and Naoki’s intake of breath as he was branded. I stole a glance over my shoulder. Talon was right behind him doing his best to look brave.

A sizable crowd had clustered around, although the waist-high fence surrounding us kept them at bay. Their excited murmurings, outbursts of laughter and occasional applause were unnerving. How could an entire town, which I estimated a population of around three hundred, get behind the capture and branding of innocent people? Yet as I looked upon the scarred faces of the congregation, I realized I had my answer. In Hollywood’s words, these people had been “saved” too. 

After every recruit had been branded, we were categorized like inventory and organized into separate groups. The women were either labeled as breeders or servants, but there seemed to be a broader range for the men that included plasticmines, labor and army. Only five of us were given the designation Father Ryder’s Household: me, Naoki, Talon and two young girls, one of whom looked to be about fourteen years old and the other around seven. Once we had all been labeled and grouped, we were led out of the fenced area. The villagers parted and maintained their distance while they applauded and shouted welcome to all of us. 

Our small group was taken around the back of the big house, shown to a small shed without windows, and ordered in. Some light filtered through the cracks between the logs, illuminating the empty little room. The two girls ran into the far corner as if it were some kind of safe zone. They huddled together, their eyes wide with fear as they looked back and forth between us and the recruiters standing in the doorway. The recruiters were just about to close the door on us when someone shouted, prompting one of the men to reach in and grab me by the arm. He yanked me out, slammed the shed door, and locked it, sealing me off from Naoki and Talon. 

I was escorted to the back door of the big house and taken inside. As soon as I stepped into the kitchen, a mix of aromas hit my nose: wood smoke, roasting meat, and spices. A shiver went down my spine as the heat from the wood stove enveloped me. How long had it been since I was warm? 

Three women—two of them pregnant—and a young girl were preparing food at a heavy wooden table. Out of habit, I gave them a polite nod, which they didn’t return. Without looking at us, the one woman who wasn’t pregnant pointed to a doorway, and my escort pulled me there. A large plastic basin full of water stood in the middle of the room. Unsheathing a knife from his belt, my guard cut my plastic binds. Blood rushed into my numb hands, quickly turning the tingling into a painful ache. 

“Any trouble, and I’ll kill you,” my escort said. He motioned toward the tub. “Strip and get in.”

The same woman came into the room carrying a wooden tray bearing linens and green sprigs. The thought of escape flashed through my mind, but I ruled it out. Naoki and Talon were still locked in the shed, and it was doubtful I could get out of there and spring them before someone got me. Then there were the pregnant women and the little girl. I didn’t want them to get hurt. Without much choice, I began to strip.

I wasn’t timid about being naked in front of people. The moment Leisel and I were engaged, the day I became the heir to the presidency, I was given my own valet. It was weird at first, but I got used to it after a while. As the heir, I was expected to be impeccably groomed and camera-ready at all times. I told myself that this was no different.

Naked, I stepped into the tub. The water was warm, not hot, which I appreciated after having had a low body temperature for the past several days. How many days had it been since my capture? Ten? Eleven? I’d lost count. The woman dropped the green sprigs into the water, and the fragrance of herbs rose up with the steam. Next, she gave me a square of loosely-woven linen and a piece of soap. At least I think it was soap. It kind of smelled like ashes. I rubbed it vigorously on the cloth, and a little lather came up. 

Okay, so it was kind of weird that they stayed and watched me take a bath. My valet had always left.

As I washed, the young girl I had seen earlier came in with an armful of clothes, put them on a chair, and picked up my dirty discarded ones from the floor. It wasn’t surprising that they wanted my clothes after all of Hollywood’s bragging. What they hoped to gain by having them I wasn’t sure though. Maybe Ryder wanted them for himself. The boots in particular would make a useful addition to his wardrobe.

When I finished scrubbing myself clean, the woman beside the tub picked up the green sprigs and began to rub my bare shoulders with them. Before I even knew that I had done it, my hand wrapped around her wrist to stop her. 

My guard unsheathed his knife again. “Hey!” 

I broke contact with her and held both my hands up in a show of surrender. “I don’t like being touched. I can take care of myself,” I said. 

The woman looked at my guard for approval before she dropped the sprigs back into the water. She handed me a towel, pointed to the clothes on the chair, and left the room. 

As much as I didn’t enjoy bathing in front of an audience, it felt good to be clean. I dressed in the ill-fitting, handmade beige clothes left for me. The pants were baggy and too short and the shirt too tight across the chest. There were no shoes. I missed my boots already. As soon as I was dressed, my guard led me back through the kitchen and into a small room with two chairs on either side of a thick wooden door. He knocked, and a voice bid us to enter. The door opened to reveal Ryder sitting at a table. 

He stood, looking straight at me. “Please. Come in.” He waved my guard away with a, “Thank you, Fadi. That will be all right now.” But Fadi looked a little hesitant to leave. Ryder ignored him and extended his hand to me. “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Father Joseph Ryder, but most folks call me Father.” 

Fadi left, closing the door behind him. I was guessing he wouldn’t stray too far.

My wrists were stiff and sore from being tied up for so long, and I had to force my hand to straighten in order to accept his handshake. He didn’t miss a thing. He squeezed tight when we shook, and I ignored the pain, keeping my face expressionless. “Jack Kenner,” I said. 

There was a hint of surprise on his face as I said my name, which he quickly covered with a smile as he motioned for me to take a seat. My eyes strayed to a pile of folded clothes on his desk. They were mine. I sat in the offered chair, and a moment of silence stretched between us. He was scrutinizing me, watching my every move, and I realized I had been staring at my clothes. I shifted my gaze slightly to the left, my eyes falling on an unusual-looking potted plant adorning one corner of his table. Broad green leaves draped over the side of the pot, and a single stem shot up from the center to support several scarlet blooms. Each flower had two petals that fanned out like wings and a labellum that resembled a miniature human. The effect was that each flower looked like a man with broad scarlet wings.

“Pretty,” I said with dry sarcasm.

“And deadly,” he said. “This plant is the source of devil’s blood.”

“I figured.” 

Ryder turned and walked back to his chair behind the table, sending up a swirl of dust motes in the stream of light coming through the windows. The windows didn’t provide a clear view to the outside; the panes were made of such thick plastic that I could only make out blurred shadows. Handwoven draperies hung on either side of the windows, and artwork adorned the walls, giving the room a homey feel. Two wooden bookcases lined one wall of the office. One case was stacked with plastic boxes bearing handwritten labels; the other case was jam-packed with books. Thick spines, some with their titles and authors still legible, most torn and faded. A few titles on perfectly preserved spines caught my attention: Thermal Depolymerization, Guide to Plastic Recycling, and Plastic Smithing for Dummies.

My eyes shifted to Ryder, who was leaning back in his chair, watching me intently. “See something you like?” he asked.

Was there a hidden meaning in his question? “Just admiring your books.”

“Any book in particular?” 

I shook my head, not really trusting this man but not knowing what he was up to either. “Plastic Smithing for Dummies looks pretty riveting.” 

A forced grin joined his intent gaze. “You can read.” It was a statement, and not a friendly one.

“Is that a bad thing?” I asked, wondering what punishment I could expect. It was obvious this guy was testing me, analyzing me, and I was at a disadvantage because I didn’t know the parameters of the test. 

“It’s a rare thing.” He sat forward in his chair, motioning to the pile of my clothes. “I’ll make sure these are washed.” He ran his hand across my folded t-shirt. “They are finely made. And you said you found them?”

“Yeah.”

He pulled the pants out from under the folded t-shirt, and as he did he waved a hand in front of his nose. “They do need a good wash after your time on the road.” He smiled conspiratorially, unfolded the pants and held up the label inside the waistband for me to see. “It says ‘Issued to Captain Jack Kenner, United States Army’ with the numbers 32W and 34L. I’m wondering, though, how you happened to find a pair of pants with your name on them.”

I almost did a head slap. Of course the clothes were labeled. With so many uniforms sent to the Pit for washing, it was the best way to ensure a uniform made it back to the person it had been replicated for. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to disclose our existence just yet. Were these people a threat to us? Probably not. There looked to be only a few hundred people living in the compound, more if I included the ones I’d seen in the old city on the way here, and none had demonstrated any remarkable skills in intelligence or military training. Except for Ryder. He might be someone to watch out for.

“I changed my name to Jack Kenner after I found the clothes. I mean, c’mon, there’s no United States Army anymore.”

He raised his eyebrows as if that thought hadn’t occurred to him. “It’s a good name,” he said. “Where’d you learn to read?”

“My parents taught me.” Then I turned the questions back on him, wanting to get off the topic of me. “How about you? Where did you learn to read?”

“My dad,” he said with pride. He stood up and walked the few steps to the bookcase, running his fingers across the spines. “He always told me that it would be an educated man who would rise up to lead what was left of humanity, just like his father had always told him.” With the toe of his worn leather boot, he touched an old beat-up plastic bin in the corner next to the bookcase. “Believe it or not, this container has been in my family since the War. It’s where they kept their most prized possessions—books.”

“So your family kept books on how to make plastic?”

He turned around to look at me. “No. They kept these books,” he said, running his hand along some well-worn paperbacks. The only titles I could make out were Jane Eyre and the Holy Bible. He returned to his chair. “Today, it’s extremely rare to find a book still intact. In fact, it’s extremely rare to find written pages that are still legible. So when I discovered the first of the scriptures, I knew it meant something.”

“Scriptures?”

He smiled charismatically, leaned forward in his chair, and pushed a book on the table toward me. I looked at him for a moment, trying to figure out if he was playing me somehow. A book was harmless though, and the historian in me was intrigued. I picked it up and examined it. It wasn’t really a “book”—more like a collection of different pieces of books, all in varying sizes and hand stitched together. I thumbed through it. The pages bore either footers or headers identifying their origin: the Qur’an, the Holy Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Old Testament... on and on it went, a collection of various religious works. 

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “The Bible was always important to our family, and my father raised me to believe in one God. That we needed to praise Him and look to Him for guidance to our salvation.” He shook his head with a sad smile. “But then I watched my mother die in childbirth and a few years later witnessed my youngest sister raped by a group of men.” He paused and shifted his gaze to his clasped hands. “Those same men roasted my father over a fire for their dinner and all I could think was, ‘Where is your God now?’” 

My eyes widened as he told his story. I was speechless. Could something that horrible be true? 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “No one should have to live through that.” I refrained from asking the one piece of information he didn’t give: what had happened to him while the men raped his sister and ate his father?

He waved a hand as if to brush away my condolences. “Everyone has a story, right? My childhood isn’t so different from others.” He shrugged. “But it was a turning point in my life. My father was gone, they took my sister, and they left me for dead. When I was finally able, I set out into the world, leaving behind the only home I’d ever known. A few weeks later I found the first scripture. A month after that, I found the next one. And soon I put it all together, Jack. The gods had chosen me to lead the people to their salvation. My father had been right.”

I was probably going to regret asking, but my curiosity was piqued. “Gods?” I asked, emphasizing the s. 

Ryder looked at the book I was holding. “It’s right there in your hands, printed in black and white. Before the War, people worshipped many gods. Jehovah, Allah, Jesus Christ, God, Buddha.” He paused, his molten-brown eyes boring into mine. “Do you want to know why there was a global war, Jack? Because people back then decided which god they wanted to worship and ignored the others. It created jealousy and discord among the gods, and they used their worshippers to destroy the worshippers of their fellow deities.” He held his hand out for the book, and I passed it back to him. “The only way people can live in harmony is if the gods are living in peace. It’s up to us to make that happen.”

As an avid historian, I was well aware of the practice of making up theories to fill in information gaps. And as a former citizen of the Holt regime, I was also very well aware of how history could be revised to suit the goals of a crazed dictator. I was willing to bet Father Ryder was the only person in this entire city who could read and that he was the only one making up the rules on behalf of the gods.

“So you’re the chosen one? The one the gods have picked to spread their... um... harmony?” I asked, genuinely interested. It was like getting a glimpse inside the mind of a madman. 

He appeared pleased with my question and relaxed into his chair. “Think about it, Jack. How else could the gods talk to us but through the written word?” His brow creased into a challenging expression as he looked at me, but I didn’t respond. I knew it was a rhetorical question. “Reading is a skill that is all but extinct, so what are the odds that someone able to read would be the one to find the Scriptures? Slim, Jack. The odds are slim. And do you know what the first message in the Scriptures was?” This time he paused, his brows raised expectantly, waiting for my answer.

“I can’t even imagine,” I said.

“That men were not created to live as individuals.” He leaned forward again, his eyes bright with excitement. “The message was so simple I almost overlooked it. Alone we’re vulnerable to the forces of evil.” He gestured toward the window. “But together, as a community, we’re strong. When fear doesn’t rule our lives, when our energies can be used to create instead of simply to survive, our lives are meaningful and rich. Here, we no longer live in fear of men whose hearts are still black with poison; we live in peaceful unity. That’s why I send out missionaries to gather the lost and the downtrodden and bring them back here.”

This man was dangerous. “And by missionaries, do you mean recruiters? Men like Hollywood—excuse me, I mean Ralph—who travel the countryside shooting people and raping women and little boys? Who capture and starve people, then chop them up for bear meat or throw them to the tigers when they die? Who eat their captives themselves when there’s no rodent around? You mean those missionaries? Those representatives of the gods?” 

As I spoke, his smile slowly fell until he was frowning. He fixed his gaze on me yet didn’t answer my question. I realized I might have pushed him beyond his limits of sanity; but I was beginning to wonder if I hadn’t been pushed beyond mine as well. A week and a half of being starved, denied water, and forced to witness the atrocities of these so-called missionaries was too much. 

He put his hands on the Scriptures sitting in front of him. “I wasn’t aware of this kind of behavior among my missionaries. Raping young boys, you say? And cannibalism? I assure you, these are not things that we tolerate. I promise you, Jack, I’ll check into it.” He drummed two fingers on the book. “In the meantime, I’d like to learn more about where you come from. Ralph tells me there were two others with you who both got away.”

I kept my face expressionless. “Two women,” I said, knowing women weren’t much valued here.

“Your wives? Or did they belong to the other men you were with?”

“What are you getting at, Ryder?” I asked, tiring of this little game.

“Please. Everyone calls me Father.”

“I already have one of those. I don’t need another one.”

“Is he alive? Does he live with you?”

“None of your business.”

“I’m just trying to be your friend, Jack. Learn more about you and your people.”

“Who says I have people?” 

“You don’t? Then where did you get the clothes? The gun? The wives that ran away?”

This was going to go on all night if I didn’t give him something. So why not tell him? “You’re too smart for me, Ryder. I’ll tell you the truth.” I sighed heavily and pointed to the pile of my clothes. “I really am Captain Jack Kenner, and those clothes were custom replicated for me. The rifle Hollywood confiscated was also replicated, although we have other more sophisticated weapons at our disposal, including nuclear warheads. Only one of the two people that ran away was my wife because I only have one wife, and not just because she’d kill me if I went near another woman. You see, I come from a society that survived the War living inside a secret government biodome, and we still live by the old customs.”

Ryder didn’t say anything right away but just regarded me with a stoic expression. He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. “We’re getting off to a bad start,” he said. “I’d like to be your friend, Jack. I understand you’re new here and all this must seem very strange to you, but once you come to realize the rewards of belonging to a community, you’ll understand that what we’re doing is for the benefit of all men. Perhaps a good night’s sleep will help.” He raised his voice. “Fadi!” The door opened, and Fadi came in. Ryder motioned for him to take me. “Please escort Mr. Kenner back to his room. I’ll see you tomorrow, Jack.”

Fadi tied my wrists behind my back again, and I was marched through the kitchen. Outside, the sun was getting low and the shadows long. I shivered against the chill after being in the warmth of the house. 

Fadi opened the shed door and pushed me through. I was surprised to see that the only one in the shed was the seven-year-old girl. She was still crouched in the corner looking terrified. 

Separated from Naoki and Talon and left with a little girl to protect, I wondered how the hell I was supposed to escape now.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Sunny
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We stopped for a quick lunch on our way to the river. I wanted to make sure Summer ate and drank well before she went back into the raft. Plus, I was starving and thirsty again, which kind of confused me. Most pregnant women I had known complained of nausea during the first few weeks and couldn’t keep anything down. But not me. I just wanted to eat, drink, pee, and sleep.

We chose a spot for our picnic beside a stony mountain wall so we could sit with our backs against it. After seeing all the tracks left behind by the recruiting party, not to mention the piles of tiger dung, the forest didn’t seem so lonely anymore. 

“Are you sure you still want to go after them?” Reyes asked me. “Looks like there’s a lot more recruiters than we originally thought.”

I took my packet of mush away from my mouth and swallowed. I understood his hesitation to continue. The sheer number of carts and boot tracks they’d left behind was indication enough that we were far outnumbered. But Jack and I had been outnumbered before and still come out the victors. We were just going to have to be smart about it.

“I’ve come this far. I’m not turning back,” I said. I scanned the faces of our small group. “But I understand if no one else wants to come with me.”

“I told Dena I would bring our men home, and that’s what I plan to do,” Jin-Sook said.

“Me too,” Eli chimed in. “I won’t abandon my people after all they’ve done for me.”

Summer sighed heavily. “As much as I hate that stupid raft, I’m staying with Sunny.”

Reyes nodded once as if to say it’s settled then.

“How far to the river from here?” I asked.

Eli thought about it for a moment. “A couple of hours, I think.”

“We should get moving,” I said. “They still have four days on us.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean they’re four days ahead of us,” Eli said. “Like I told you before, they’re a slow-moving group that makes frequent stops to hunt for recruits. We’ll need to start keeping a closer watch or we just might end up passing them.” He looked at Reyes and me. “Especially the way you two handle that boat.”

When we finished eating, we began our hike to the river. Summer, Reyes and I tried to glide through the forest as silently as Eli and Jin-Sook and strained to listen for any sounds that would alert us to approaching danger. I tried not to dwell too much on the tigers, but they kept creeping into my thoughts. Eli said the big cats liked to trail recruiting parties looking for handouts, but he also said “handouts” were dead bodies. By my logic, that meant in order to become a meal a recruit would already have to be dead, and since Jack had been injected with Doc’s molecular nano-cocktail, there was every reason to believe he was still alive. I was sure of it. The alternative was unimaginable, and I refused to let my mind wander there. And not just for me. I still wasn’t sure if our baby could hear my thoughts.

Don’t worry, little guy. Your dad is incredibly smart and knows how to survive. Plus—and you may have overheard this at Doc’s lab—he has life-saving nanobots making up part of his DNA. There’s no possible way he can die. So we just have to find him and bring him home. 

Home. I yearned for its familiarity just as much as I was relieved to be away from it. For the past ten months, Jack and I had been happy living in our home with our extended family; but without his presence filling it, the house felt empty. I didn’t want to go back there without Jack, yet if I didn’t find him, what choice did I have? The only civilization we had seen during our almost two full days of travel consisted of four ransacked houses and two people who had been tortured and killed. So I couldn’t very well live in the forest on my own, hiding from murderers while I foraged for radioactive food. It wasn’t just me I had to worry about anymore. I had the little guy too.

Our child’s future weighed heavily on me. Only twelve short months ago it had been unlawful for bourge and urchins to make babies together, and for a lot of people, a lifetime of conditioning was hard to overcome. I knew it wrong to think of my little guy as a half-breed, but it was difficult not to worry about what kind of life he was going to have caught between two cultures who hated each other so much they couldn’t even agree on something as simple as naming our city. The bourge wanted to call it something reminiscent of the old world, back before the War, while everyone from the Pit felt it should be named in their honor to ensure slavery was never repeated. So what should have been a minor issue had escalated into the focal point of the bad blood that existed between the Dome and the Pit. 

Unbidden, Dena’s words came back to me: Your child is not a half-breed, Sunny. He’s glorious proof that there is no such thing as bourge and urchin—only people. People who are capable of overcoming their differences enough to love. 

If only this world had more Denas in it.

The distant sound of a river shook me out of my troubled thoughts. Had we been walking a few hours already? My growling stomach told me we had. I scouted out a place to go pee before I had to get back into the raft.
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Summer already looked green, and we hadn’t even pushed off yet. Maybe Reyes had been right about the whole mind-over-matter thing.

“Think of it this way,” I told her. “At least in the raft, you’re safe from tigers.”

A glimmer of hope actually reached her eyes. “They can’t swim?” 

I thought about that for a moment. “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I think they don’t like the water, but then again, I thought bears ate berries, and it turns out they eat us.”

“They swim,” Eli said. 

Summer looked at me with mock contempt. I decided to stop talking.

Jin-Sook and Eli offered to take the first shift paddling, and I didn’t argue. Now that I knew there was a risk of actually passing the recruiting party if we continued at our current pace, I was okay with slowing down. Plus the current was strong enough that Reyes and I didn’t need to power our way through the water. I hunkered down in the back of the raft and gave in to a nap. 

It felt like I had only just closed my eyes when a cold wind against my face stirred me. The temperature felt close to freezing, so I was relieved that the insulating effect of my suit was doing its job. I was surprised to see the sun low in the sky. We had been traveling for a few hours. Reyes was asleep, and Summer looked exhausted. 

“Not feeling any better?” I asked her. 

She shook her head. 

At the sound of my voice, Jin-Sook turned to look at me. “We’re trying to find a place to stop for the night.”

I nodded, even though I would have preferred to keep going. I’d had a nap and didn’t feel tired, but Summer, Jin, and Eli all looked as though they could use some rest. We continued a little farther downriver until we found a wider stretch of shoreline where we could haul the raft onto dry land. 

A bright flash of light in my peripheral vision caught my attention. I was sure it had come from the top of the outcrop looming over the river valley.

“Did you see that?” I asked. Squinting, I searched the ridge inch by inch, hoping to catch sight of a bear pulling a wagon.

“Yep,” Reyes said, scanning the horizon too. 

The outcrop sprang up out of the forest in front of us, its sides mostly jagged rock with only the occasional scraggly tree clinging for life. The top was covered in denser foliage, although the trees and brush were only beginning to bud after their long winter sleep. “It was probably nothing. A shiny rock reflecting the sun.”

“Or it could be recruiters,” I said. My stomach did a flip at the thought that Jack might be on that ridge. That he might actually be within rescuing distance. I looked at our group eagerly. “Let’s climb up and check it out.”

“You three can get up there a lot faster than us,” Eli said. “If it’s okay with Jin, we’ll stay with the raft.”

Jin nodded. “We’ll take cover in the trees.”

Considering the time it would take to deflate and fold the raft, I didn’t argue. Reyes picked it up and stowed it behind some brush while Jin-Sook and Eli found suitable cover in a copse of trees. 

Summer, Reyes, and I set out toward the ridge at a run and began our ascent up its rocky slope. It was steep, although not as steep as the old mineshaft we used to climb up and down in the Pit. And with the aid of our exoskeletons, we made it to the top in record time. Before hoisting ourselves over the edge, we paused to listen for any sounds. I thought I heard something, but it was distant. 

With no tracks immediately visible, we fanned out, staying within sight of each other, and searched the area for any sign of recruiters. Fifteen minutes later, Summer spotted something. 

“Not recruiters,” she said, pointing to the ground. 

As I stared at the familiar bike tracks, I blew out a disappointed sigh. It wasn’t Jack. “I’m guessing Hayley and Alex,” I said unnecessarily. Of course it was them. Who else would it be? I looked around to see if they were still in the area. The ridge we were standing on really wasn’t all that wide and eventually tapered to a point. “What were they doing up here?” 

Summer shrugged. “Same thing we’re doing. Looking for recruiters.”

“Probably,” I said. “Maybe we should get back to the raft and push on tonight. Find a different spot to camp.”

“I’m all for that,” Reyes said. 

Summer groaned. 

We walked back to the edge of the ridge and were about to begin our descent when movement by the river caught our attention. Three people crouched low with guns drawn were sneaking up to where we’d landed in the raft. The setting sun glinted off of one of their bikes parked in some brush. 

“Jin and Eli are down there,” I said, a note of panic in my voice. 

Reyes curled his lip back enough to show teeth. “Freakin’ bourge!” he snarled. He started backing away from the edge while at the same time pinching the material of his nanosuit first under one arm and then the other, pulling it down into wings.

“You’re not seriously going to try to glide down,” I said. 

He didn’t respond, just kept backing up while he stared straight ahead. 

“Reyes, that’s not a good idea.” No one had tried it yet, Reyes included. We were all too scared it would fail. 

“It really isn’t, Reyes,” Summer said.

Teeth gritted, he ignored us and continued to back up until he had enough room to make a good run. He pulled his wings taut, took a deep breath, and started running. I couldn’t stop him. All I could do was watch in horrified shock as he pushed off the edge with a giant leap and spread his arms.

Summer slapped a hand over her eyes. 

I stood closer to the edge, heart hammering, and peeked over, praying the impact resistance of the suit was capable of absorbing the shock of the fall. But Reyes was in the air, arms outstretched. 

“He’s gliding!” 

He was. Not exactly gracefully, but anything was better than doing a faceplant onto the rocks from this height. I looked toward the shore to see if the bourge had noticed him, but what I saw was more disturbing. The bourge had taken cover behind some brush and were shooting into the forest. Arrows flew from the trees, landing just short of the brush. The soldiers were out of arrow range. Jin and Eli needed help.

A cold sweat prickled my skin as I started backing up. My suit was so formfitting I didn’t think there was enough material to make wings, but its suppleness easily flowed into shape. My breath came fast, and my mouth had gone dry. “How do you think Doc was able to make the suit do this?” I asked breathlessly. Don’t think about the last time you jumped off a cliff and nearly died!

“Oh, no,” Summer said, shaking her head at me.

“Jack said there’s an urban legend about nanotechnology being gray-goo,” I said, looking down at one of my wings. “Do you think there’s some truth to it?” A couple more steps back and I should have a good run.

“Are you insane?”

Probably, but when Reyes landed, he would be facing three armed Domers, and I couldn’t let him do that on his own. I took a deep, steadying breath.

Hey, little guy, I thought to my belly. We’re going to go on an adventure. Try not to freak out.

I put one foot in front of the other, the hydraulic thrust of my suit helping me gain speed as I headed toward the edge. I stretched out my arms and leaped.

The initial force of pushing off the ridge propelled me forward, not downward, and for a second I didn’t drop. Then gravity pulled at me, and I started to fall. My stomach lurched, and my palms and feet became slick with sweat. I stretched my arms, moving them into a V shape until I felt the wings catch the air current. Treetops, their points suddenly resembling daggers, stared up at me. They looked a lot denser from this height than they had on the ground. 

Reyes was well ahead of me and almost clear of the forest. His trajectory had him heading directly for the shoreline. The bourge had caught sight of him and were shooting.

A gust of wind pushed me in the opposite direction from the way I wanted to go, blowing me backward, and my instincts told me to lean into it. I shot up higher. My stomach did a somersault, and I tightened my muscles against the sensation. In a moment of sheer panic, I flapped like a bird, and for a few flaps I actually hovered before I started dropping like a stone.

Reyes was almost to the shore, his body horizontal to the ground and his arms in a V formation. 

Mimicking him, I brought my arms out on either side, straightened my body into a horizontal position, and pointed my outstretched hands until my fingertips were almost touching. My wings caught the current.

As soon as Reyes had passed the forest, he pulled his arms in tight to his sides and dropped down to the ground. It was a long drop. A scream hovered in the back of my throat, but he landed on both feet with a steadying hand on the ground in front of him. Then he stood and marched directly at the Domers firing at him.

“Reyes!” I screamed. But all the gunfire didn’t seem to slow him down. 

A bullet whizzed past me, and I tucked my arms in. Without the resistance of my wings catching the current, my body dove through the air with greater speed. Now I was getting the hang of gliding. I positioned my arms out on either side and sliced through the current, steering myself toward a clear patch beside the river. 

Something hit my side. A bullet? I flicked a panicked glance down at my side, but nothing was there. No hole. No blood. If it had been a bullet, the impact resistance of the suit was doing its job. 

I tucked both arms in close to my sides and pushed my body into a vertical position. The ground came up fast, and I cringed. My feet landed with a thud, and I automatically bent my knees, reaching down to the ground with one hand to steady myself. As soon as I had my balance, I drew my gun.

Reyes had one hand wrapped around Alex’s throat and was dangling him in the air. I spotted a rifle on the ground, bent in half. Alex was clawing at Reyes’ hand, his face turning blue. One of the two soldiers with Alex jumped on his bike and took off. The other stood his ground, staring at us in horror. “What the hell are you people?” he screamed. 

He looked up and focused on something behind me. I turned around and saw Summer making an ungraceful approach. The soldier made a run for his bike, but an arrow shot out from the woods and landed two feet in front of him. He stopped in his tracks.

“We don’t want to hurt you,” I said to him.

Somewhere behind me I heard Summer land and utter a few expletives.

The soldier looked from me to Reyes, eyes wide with terror. I realized it was kind of hard to convince him we meant no harm when we were, in fact, doing harm. I put my gun back in its holster.

“Reyes, put Alex down,” I said.

“Give me one good reason why,” he said through clenched teeth.

“Okay. You agreed before we left that I was in charge.” He gave me a sidelong glance, teeth still clenched, and for a moment we were locked in a silent battle of wills. Reyes made a guttural noise and dropped Alex. He crumpled to the ground, raised both his hands to his neck, and gasped for breath.

The other soldier pulled his rifle in front of him and took a shot at me. The bullet harmlessly ricocheted off my arm. “You’re a slow learner, aren’t you?” I motioned for him to go over by Reyes and Alex.

“Don’t tell me this bourge is worth saving,” Reyes snarled, looking at Alex.

“He’s not worth saving. But he’s not worth killing either,” I said, thinking of the time I had accidentally killed my supervisor in the Pit. She was a mean old thing who had deserved to die, but that hadn’t made killing her any easier for me to accept. I couldn’t even remember what she looked like, but I remembered her last breath like it was yesterday. “Besides, it’s hard to get answers from a dead man.”

“Why were you sneaking up on us with guns, Alex?” I asked, coming to stand beside Reyes. Alex didn’t even look at me. He stared at the ground, still gasping for breath. I turned my attention to the other soldier. I read out the badge sewn onto his jacket. “Sims. It looks like your commanding officer is a little out of breath. Maybe you can answer my question.” 

The look of terror hadn’t left his face. “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “I was just following orders.”

“And what orders were those?” 

“To come here,” he said, talking fast.

“Come here why? And don’t tell me it was a social visit. We watched you from the ridge sneaking around with guns in hand.”

He shook his head again, this time a little more rapidly. 

Reyes reached for him. “Maybe some air time will help him out.” His hand closed around Sims’s throat.

“Wait!” Sims said, grabbing Reyes’ hand in both of his own. “We came here to disable your raft.”

Reyes kept his hand around the man’s throat but didn’t lift him. 

“Disable our raft? Why?” I asked, genuinely confused. It didn’t make sense. I looked at Alex. “You want to find Jack and we want to find Jack, so why try to stop us?”

I wasn’t sure if Alex wasn’t capable of talking or if he was using his strangling as an excuse not to. Considering he was looking pretty red in the face, my guess was he actually couldn’t. 

Reyes tightened his hold on Sims and brought him up on his tiptoes. “You want to answer the question?”

Sims tightly closed his eyes and screwed up his face. When Reyes didn’t raise him any higher than his toes, he opened his eyes again. “All I know is that Senator Kenner isn’t supposed to make it back home.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Jack

––––––––
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The little girl remained crouched in the corner, her eyes big, round, and wide with fear, the cross-shape seared into her cheek an angry red. I touched my own cheek with my shoulder. It barely hurt. The late afternoon sun streamed in through the cracks of the walls, giving us a bit of light. I was still standing in the middle of the shed, suddenly aware that I was towering over the terrified child. I took a few steps back, leaned against the far wall, then slid down to the floor and sat with my legs outstretched. 

Two plates of food, two glasses of water, and two blankets had been placed inside the shed before they’d closed and locked the door. I surmised that the others weren’t expected back that night. It was easy enough to guess where the young lady might have been taken, but where were Naoki and Talon? Their absence worried me.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said. 

She didn’t move. 

“Where’s your sister?” 

She didn’t respond. 

“Is she your sister? Your mom? Cousin?” 

She nodded. Progress. 

“Your sister?” 

She nodded again. 

“Did they hurt her?” 

She was silent. 

“Did they hurt my friends?” 

She shook her head. 

I wasn’t going to get much information from her. She was too scared. I motioned with my head toward the food. “You should eat.”

As she stared at the food, her tongue shot out to lick her lips. She swallowed. I could tell she was starving. 

“It’s been a long time since you had a proper meal,” I said. “Please eat.” 

It took some time, but finally she moved, hesitantly at first, and then with the speed of someone trying to get past me and back to the corner before I could touch her. Tossing the spoon aside, she scooped the food up with one hand and filled her mouth. I eyed the other plate, trying to figure out what was on it. There were a few chunks of meat I wasn’t interested in—mainly because I was afraid of who I would be eating—some type of unleavened bread, green sprouts, and what might be root vegetables. There was also a cup of water, which I really wanted. 

“I’m just going to stand up for a minute,” I said. Slowly I got to my feet. She stopped eating and kept a close watch on me. “I’ll teach you a cool trick, but don’t tell anyone where you learned it.” Pulling my shoulders forward, I slouched my body and dragged my bound hands down, past my butt and across the back of my legs, until I was almost folded in half. I did a little jump and, in one quick motion, moved my tied hands under my feet. The girl’s face transformed from fear to keen interest. I held up my hands and wiggled my fingers. “Now I can get my water.” 

Squatting down, I picked up the cup with both hands and drained it. I wasn’t as parched because Hollywood had been giving us bigger rations since yesterday, but I was still thirsty. Next, I ate the vegetables and bread but left the meat. Even without the protein, my meal was a feast. 

I held my plate out to the girl. “You can have the rest if you want.”

Her plate was clean, her cup empty. She shook her head. Slowly I approached her, trying not to scare her, and picked up the empty dishes to stack with mine. I left them by the door. 

“It’s going to get cold tonight,” I said, dropping one of the blankets on her. I took the other for myself. “Try to get a good sleep. You look exhausted.”

Wrapping my blanket around my shoulders, I sat back against the wall and closed my eyes. As the sun went down, the breeze blowing through the cracks in the walls became colder. The kid shivered, and I got up and put my blanket on her. It was over an hour before her breathing became even.

Too tense to sleep, I lay down flat on the cold, wooden floor, took a few deep breaths, and then pulled my torso up. The first crunch was the hardest, but after the tenth one my muscles had warmed with the effort, and I pushed on to find that endorphin high. 
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I had worked my hands behind my back again by the time they came for me in the morning. Even though I didn’t get a wink of sleep, I felt stronger than I had since my capture. A little food, water, and exercise to get the blood flowing had done amazing things for both my mind and body. I was worried about the little girl, although some of my anxiety eased when the same woman who’d put me in a bath came to collect her. There was mention of the girl helping in the kitchen for the day. It was warm in the kitchen, and she stood a better chance of accessing food and water. 

My appearance caused some turmoil among my jailers. Apparently, my face had completely healed overnight, and no sign of the cross-shape remained on my cheek. I didn’t have a mirror to confirm it, but I could feel the smooth skin and the absence of any pain. If I’d ever doubted Doc’s nanobots were still working, I didn’t anymore. In fact, I was beginning to wonder if I was unkillable. In my current state of imprisonment, it would be a handy trait to have. 

My breakfast consisted of unleavened bread with two raw eggs on top. They weren’t the chicken eggs I was accustomed to, or cooked over easy the way I preferred, but one thing I’d learned when I lived in the Pit was that food was food. I cleaned my plate and washed it down with water. 

Aside from tying me up and locking me in a shed, these recruiters were being downright hospitable. 

“Father Ryder assigned you to work in detention,” Fadi said. He was my height, dark skinned, and bald. I couldn’t tell his age, but the creases in his face suggested he had at least ten years on me. My other guard, or escort as Ryder referred to them, was slightly shorter with pale skin and a buzzed haircut. Both men were physically fit, although they weren’t as brawny as their boss.

They guided me around the house and into the village square. Several men were inside the fenced area where I had been appraised and branded the day before, assembling what looked like a platform. A few people loitered around the fence, watching the men with excited fascination. 

We continued through the village square and then headed down a street toward the big stone chimney that dominated the compound. My presence drew curious stares and even some whispered giggles when we passed a group of young women. 

As we left the residential area, the building attached to the tall smokestack came into view. It was an open structure with the stone chimney rising up from the center, a fire burning hot at its base. Slanted roofs attached on either side midway up the structure provided cover for the work areas. There were no walls, just thick wooden beams to support the slanted roofs. The roofs appeared to house distinct work areas. On one side, stones had been stacked to create a box-shaped structure that supported a slab of flat stone on top—a stone stove. Two big pots sat on the stone, steam pumping from them, attended by two people with long spoons in hand. A short distance from the stove was a long, thick wooden table where four people were assembling something...maybe molds for the plastic.

On the other side of the chimney was a tall pile of plastic. About ten workers sorted through the mound, while others whittled the sorted plastic into chips with small knives. I thought of our gasifiers and replicators and realized how much work machines did on our behalf. 

We continued past the plastic factory and headed to where two sentries stood by a gate. This gate was on the opposite side of the compound from the one we came through when we arrived. As soon as Fadi waved at the sentries, the guards opened the gates, and I was led through.

Not surprisingly, about a mile of open flat plain with little growing on it stretched before us. What was different on this side of the compound was the small lake at the edge of the plain. To my immediate left, a shallow ditch had been dug all the way to the lake, and I could see a plastic pipe running its length. To my right, a square plastic grate covered a large section of ground close to the fence. Fadi pushed me toward the grate. No one else was there, which I found odd. They’d told me I would be working in detention. Was I the only detainee? 

Fadi cut the binds around my wrists while the other guy retrieved a shovel from the gate sentry. 

Fadi pointed at the ground. “Dig a hole the same as the others.” 

“Others?” I asked.

He pointed to the grate, the closest edge of which was about six feet away from me. Holes had been dug beneath it. From my vantage point, all I could tell was that each hole had roughly a three-foot circumference and they were spaced about six feet apart. What were the holes for? Maybe they shackled prisoners to the grate, and the holes were latrines. 

I didn’t question the order. My two guards both had knives and bows, and then there were the two sentries at the fence keeping a close watch on me too. There was no way I could take out my two guards and make it back to the fence to incapacitate the two sentries before they shot me. I couldn’t just run because it was a big open plain and I’d make a clear target. The ditch was too shallow to provide cover. And even if I could get away, would they punish Naoki and Talon for my escape before I could get back to spring them? My escape could very well lead to their execution.

I slammed the point of the thick plastic spade at the ground. I didn’t expect it to sink very far into the dirt, but I was able to lever out about half a shovelful. The earth wasn’t as frozen here as it had been back home before I left. I pulled back, slammed the spade down again, and came up with another half shovelful. I wondered how deep I was supposed to go. 

About an hour into digging, Ryder showed up trailed by a couple of men carrying a chair and small table. As they came through the gates, another figure appeared, this one much smaller than the men. It was the seven-year-old girl. 

Ryder wore an affable smile as he approached us. “Good morning, Amos and Fadi. I trust your families are well?” he asked, even as he continued walking past them toward me. The men responded, but Ryder didn’t seem interested. He focused on me, took my face in his hand, turned it sideways, and examined my cheek. “It’s true.” He looked into my eyes before he let go of me. “How is it possible?”

I smiled. “I have these little, tiny microscopic robots living inside me that repair tissue damage as it happens.”

Ryder threw back his head and laughed. “You are an entertainer, Jack. I’ll give you that.” His men set the chair and table down and walked back toward the gates. The little girl carried a pitcher of water that looked too heavy for her. She set it on the table with a plunk, and some of the water sloshed out. Her eyes darted to Ryder, but he didn’t seem to notice. She looked relieved. Digging in the pockets of the apron she wore, she produced two cups and set them beside the water pitcher. 

“You become more interesting by the minute, Jack. Water?” he asked. 

I nodded. 

He looked at the little girl. “Annie.” 

She picked up the heavy pitcher and carefully poured a cup, spilling more on the table, and brought it to me. I gave her an encouraging smile. “Thank you,” I said. I drank the water and handed the cup back to her. 

“Robots,” Ryder repeated with a shake of his head. He sat in the chair and crossed his legs. “More like a miracle, and I’m very interested in miracles, Jack. The gods used to bestow them frequently before the War, but they’re rare to come by these days. Most of us are still paying penance for our ancestors’ sins.” 

Clearing his throat, he launched into a story about some deity or other, rambling on about the philosophy of the scriptures he had found. I went back to shoveling and scoped out the area again, hoping to find some way of escape that I had missed earlier. But the entire plain was devoid of anything to hide behind—no rocks, bushes, or anything else. If we ran, we would have to run flat out. The only weapons the sentries had were bows and knives, neither of which had a one-mile reach. So if we ran, we’d just need to outrun their weapons. And if I could get my rifle back, it had a full round and a much longer range than their arrows. The problem was I didn’t know where they’d put it. 

“Jack?” Ryder said. I stopped shoveling and looked at him, realizing he’d asked me a question. “Are you listening?”

“Yeah,” I lied. “I’m a miracle. Is this hole deep enough yet?”

Ryder peered down at the hole and shook his head. “Not even close,” he said. “You’re uncomfortable with being a miracle, Jack?”

“How do you know I’m a miracle?” An idea came to me, bringing a smile to my face. “Maybe I’m actually a god and you just haven’t found the scriptures about me yet.” I raised my eyebrows and stared at him. “Think about it.”

Ryder broke out in a big, hearty laugh and slapped the table. “I like you, Jack. Get back to digging.” 

I rolled my eyes and drove the shovel into the ground. The plastic spade was starting to weaken. 

“I checked into those allegations you made,” Ryder said, “and I want you to know that I’m taking action. Thank you for bringing them to my attention.”

“What allegations?” 

“For one, cannibalism. The scriptures tell us that eating human flesh is not a sin as long as it’s done out of necessity. Our men are capable hunters, we have fish in our lake, and a few farms to the south keep us supplied in vegetables. There’s no need to eat our fellow human beings.”

“Why don’t you farm here?”

Ryder swept a hand out toward the plain. “Look around, Jack. Nothing grows in this soil. I chose this location to found New Canon because it’s easily defended.”

I paused in my shoveling to take in the landscape. A mile of barren plain edged by a lake and healthy forest. “You mean you didn’t clear cut around this compound?” 

“It’s not a compound, Jack. It’s a city. And we found this area already bare of plant life. Only the hardiest of plants, like devil’s blood, grow in this soil.” 

I churned over a shovelful of dirt and poked through it with the tip of the spade, wondering what had happened to this area to leave it sterile. An old mine? Chemical spill? Nuclear fallout? What exactly was I shoveling and breathing in?

Raised voices at the gate distracted us, and I looked up to see Hollywood standing there. Ryder beckoned to him to come forward. 

“Forgive me, Father Ryder, but it was urgent that I talk to you,” Hollywood said. He shot a malicious glance my way, but softened his expression when he turned back to the good Father. “I’ve been told that one of my best men, Phillip, will be castrated today.”

I almost dropped my shovel. Castrated? Not that he didn’t deserve it.

Ryder’s easy smile remained fixed. “Yes.”

Hollywood shifted uncomfortably. “May I ask why?”

Ryder looked at me when he spoke, and I went back to shoveling. “Several missionaries have confirmed that Phillip gave in to temptation. You know the rules, Ralph. When someone’s blood is too thick with poison, we can’t allow him to reproduce. There have been allegations of cannibalism too, which have yet to be confirmed.” 

Covertly, I glanced at them out of the corner of my eye. Hollywood’s face was getting red, a familiar sign that he was losing his temper. Ryder was looking up at the sky. 

“In fact, it’s probably just about time,” he said and stood up. “I have to go, Jack. They’ll be expecting me to say a few words.” 

He walked back toward the gate, and the little girl and the men he’d arrived with followed closely behind. Hollywood didn’t follow right away. Instead, he waited until Ryder was out of hearing distance. 

Before he had a chance to tell me off, I pursed my lips and drew in an exaggerated hiss. “Castration, eh?” 

His lips curled into a sneer, and he pointed a stubby finger at me. “This is your doing, you little scorchedlander freak! I should’ve killed you and left you for the tigers when I had the chance.”

“Or put a stick in me and roasted me over a fire. Maybe I should tell Father Ryder about that too. What do you think? Maybe it’ll get your name shortened to Holly. You know,” I said, my eyes traveling down to his crotch, “because you’ll have a little less wood.”

Fadi and Amos snorted, and Hollywood’s face went so red he was almost smoking. “That was rodent! You little asshole, if you tell one more lie—”

“Ralph!” one of the sentries called. “Father Ryder wants you at the sterilization.”

Hollywood made some unintelligible sound, turned on his heel, and ran to catch up. 

“Get back to work,” Amos said, still laughing.

Fed up with digging a hole, I drove the shovel as far into the earth as it would go and flung the dirt as hard as I could. Some of it fell into a hole six feet away, and I swore I heard someone cough. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Sunny

––––––––
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I stared at Sims as my brain slowly made the connection between Senator Kenner and my husband Jack. 

Jack wasn’t supposed to make it home? An icy-cold fear gripped me.

“Why?” I asked with a calmness I wasn’t feeling.

“I don’t know,” Sims said. 

I drew my gun, intent on getting answers. “Tell me, or I swear to God I’ll shoot you.”

Reyes raised an eyebrow. “What happened to ‘you can’t get answers from a dead man’?” 

“Dead men can’t hurt my husband.” I pressed the trigger enough to let Sims see it without actually firing. 

“I told you that’s all I know. I swear!”

Reyes picked him up off the ground by the throat, shook him a couple of times, and set him back down. 

I extended the barrel of my pistol toward him. “Last chance.”

Alex looked at Sims. “Shut up.” His voice was hoarse, but the tone of command was unmistakable. 

I looked down at Alex. “Then you tell me.” He was still coughing but not as much. I squatted down in front of him. “Why don’t you want Jack to make it home?”

“What the hell are you wearing?” he rasped. He looked from me, to Reyes, to Summer, and back to me. “Where did you get those suits?”

“Answer the question,” I said.

“And where did you get that raft? Who’s supplying you?” He swallowed and coughed. “What are you, some kind of subversive army for the Alliance?”

“Subversive,” I repeated, letting it resonate. “It’s an interesting choice of words. It leads me to believe you think the Alliance is trying to overthrow our government.”

Alex huffed, but it turned into a coughing fit. He composed himself and wiped spittle from the corner of his mouth. “I see your year at our Academy is paying off. You know all the big words now.”

I ignored the jab. “So—and I’m just trying to work through this—you think Jack is the head of the Alliance and he’s leading a subversive army into revolting against the government?”

“I didn’t say Jack had anything to do with the Alliance. I was just making an observation,” Alex said. I glared at him, waiting for him to answer me. He glared back. “Where Jack is concerned, I already told you, I was just following orders.”

“Whose orders?”

“Head of our military, General Powell.”

“And Powell ordered you to make sure Jack didn’t make it home?”

“Like I said, I was just following orders.”

I could tell he was lying. It was probably more like he was in league with Powell. I remembered how close he and the general were back before the Pit had been freed and the doors to the Dome opened. The memory of Alex on the range, patting his pistol while he told Jack that, “shooting a moving target was a great way to hone his skills,” came back to me. Alex was bourge through and through. 

And then it hit me. 

Alex was a bourge. He was a Holt supporter. “This has something to do with Leisel taking Jack’s seat in the Senate, doesn’t it?”

He looked at me with enough surprise to confirm I was right. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

An arrow hit the ground a few feet from us. I looked up at Reyes, who still had a hold of Sims. Reyes looked in the direction the arrow had traveled from and held up his hand as if to ask, what? I turned back to Alex.

“Oh, yes you do,” I said with absolute certainty. I narrowed my eyes, studying him. He shifted nervously. “That’s exactly what it is. So what’s the plan, Alex? Make sure Jack doesn’t come back to claim his seat in an attempt to stack the Senate with the old regime?”

“Sunny!” Summer said with some urgency.

Alex sneered. “If you’re as smart as you think you are, you’ll know we’re doing it this way to avoid fighting.”

My eyes widened in shock. I stood up so I could look down at him, but he scrambled to his feet. “You think putting Leisel Holt on the Senate isn’t going to start a fight?” I leveled a glare at him. “It’s going to start a war!”

Reyes swatted me on the arm and pointed to something. I looked to find Hayley and four soldiers riding up to us on their bikes. Jin’s arrow must have been a warning.

Alex leaned a little a closer to me and whispered, “A war we intend to win. Once a slave, always a slave, O’Donnell.”

I punched him square in the face, felt his nose break under my knuckles, and relished the satisfaction it gave me. He landed on his backside with an unceremonious thump and cupped his nose with both hands. “That’s Mrs. Kenner to you,” I said.

“What is going on?” Hayley demanded as she dismounted her bike. She strode toward us, pointing at Reyes. “Unhand him!”

Reyes made no move to let Sims go. Alex was on the ground, trying to stop the blood flow with his hands. 

I turned to face Hayley, letting my hand rest on my gun. “You won’t get away with it.” She stopped when she saw where my hand was. Her eyes traveled up to find mine. The soldiers behind her dismounted their bikes and drew their rifles. “I will bring Jack home.”

The angry set of her expression turned to part confusion. “Okay...” she said, nodding her head. Her eyes grew round as she looked at me like a mother looks at a wayward child. “We don’t need to get crazy about it though. We all care about Jack. We all want to find him and bring him home. This isn’t a competition.”

“What?” It was my turn to be confused. Was she just keeping up the pretense? “We’re the crazy ones? We didn’t ask for any of this! And before you say anything—”

“Sergeant Wilcox told me you ambushed them,” she said loudly, drowning out my voice. She thumbed behind her at one of the soldiers. I recognized Wilcox as the one who’d gotten away. 

“We ambushed them? They’re the ones who came to the beach looking for us. We watched them from up on a ridge— wait a minute.” The realization dawned on me that Hayley wasn’t a part of the conspiracy. I eyed Alex suspiciously, slowly putting the pieces together. I addressed my next words to him. “You didn’t even know we were planning on coming out here, which means Powell sent you to stop Hayley from finding Jack.”

Alex dropped his gaze toward the ground, still holding his nose.

“What’s she talking about, Alex?” Hayley asked.

“I don’t know,” he said in a muffled voice. “Like you said, she’s crazy.” 

“Do you agree with that, Sims?” I called over my shoulder. I knew Reyes still had him by the throat, and I was hoping Reyes might give him a little more airtime to coax the truth out of him.

I heard a strangling noise behind me but didn’t have time to turn around because Wilcox took a step forward, aimed his rifle, and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit me in the chest, and I watched in horrific fascination as it crumpled to a stub and dropped harmlessly to the ground. 

“What the—” Hayley said, eyes wide and mouth hanging open.

The commotion behind me drew my attention, and I spun around to see Alex on his feet, a rock in hand, aiming at Reyes’ head. Reyes didn’t have his hood up so I knew the impact would knock him out, maybe even kill him. I threw myself at Alex, reaching for the arm that held the rock. Somewhere in my peripheral vision I saw Summer move too. Reyes dropped Sims as he shifted to evade Alex, and Sims pulled his gun. I was in mid-jump when I made contact with Alex and took him down with me, the two of us tumbling with the force of our landing. I lost my hold on him, but Reyes was already barreling down on us. 

I heard shots being fired and arrows whizz through the air, but I couldn’t react. My body was in an uncontrollable roll, heading toward the river. In my knee-jerk reaction to stop Alex from clobbering Reyes, I had thrown myself at him not even thinking about the fortified strength my suit gave me. Terrified of plunging into the water, I clawed at the ground to halt my tumble. I finally rolled to a stop with my legs submerged in the river.

I let out the breath I had been holding and sucked fresh air into my lungs.

Reyes ran into the water, and I looked up in time to see Alex get swept into the current. Reyes was halfheartedly attempting to reach him, but the current was strong and fast. Alex’s arms wildly clawed at air as the river carried him away. Hayley waded in with a hand outstretched but quickly backed up when the current threatened to take her too. 

I looked for Summer and found her surrounded by soldiers. She had her hood pulled up and was holding the wrong end of a rifle. Wilcox was on the ground at her feet, one side of his head bloodied. 

Pushing myself up off the wet ground, I pulled up my own hood to protect my head from bullets and walked toward her. As I went, I noticed Sims on the ground with an arrow sticking out of his chest. 

“Let her go,” I said to the soldiers. I didn’t bother to draw my gun. My confidence in the exoskeleton had grown tenfold in the last few minutes. Hayley looked furious. She dragged herself out of the river and marched toward me with both hands on her rifle. 

“Go ahead, shoot,” I said. 

“What the hell are you wearing!” She stood looking at me, panting from her exertion. “Who made it? Where did you get it? And what the hell is going on?”

If Hayley didn’t know what Alex was up to, I could only imagine how all this appeared to her—we’d just killed Alex and Sims. “I know how this looks, but you have to believe me, we were defending ourselves against Alex. He came here to stop us from continuing our search.”

She snorted. “Liar!”

“I’m not lying. Alex told me that General Powell ordered him to make sure Jack doesn’t make it home.”

“Really,” Hayley said, fury mottling her face. “And why the hell would he do that?”

“So Leisel can take Jack’s seat in the Senate.”

Hayley’s brows drew together, and her mouth twisted derisively. “Please! Nobody takes that seriously. West is just pacifying her like the spoiled brat she is, and Alex knows that.” 

I looked over at Wilcox lying on the ground, the only possible witness left. I directed my next question at Summer. “Is he still alive?”

Of the four soldiers surrounding her, three of them had their rifles pointed at her. The fourth held his rifle turned downward, loosely hanging in his hand. I noted he was the same one who had smiled at her back at the recruiter camp. 

Summer nudged Wilcox with her foot. He moaned. She took her sunglasses off and looked at me. Only then did I realize the sun was almost down. “Yep,” she said with disinterest.

She threw the rifle she was holding on the ground and sauntered out of the circle. One of them threatened to shoot her if she didn’t stop. She didn’t pay any attention. A shot rang out. Summer kept walking. The shooter swore in disbelief. 

“Maybe he can confirm everything about Alex when he wakes up. Until then,” I said, motioning toward the brush where our raft was hidden, “we have a raft and can try to save Alex, but we have to move fast.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You have a raft?” She headed toward the brush.

Gravel crunched under Reyes’ feet as he hurried away from the river’s edge toward the raft, presumably trying to get there before Hayley. 

“You didn’t have a raft with you back at the recruiters’ camp,” Hayley said.

“Yes, we did,” I said. “It was in Reyes’ backpack.” 

Reyes shot me an annoyed scowl over his shoulder. “Why did you tell them we have a raft?”

“Because we’re not killers, Reyes. If we can save Alex, we should.”

Reyes reached the raft first, did an about-face, and held up his hands to stop Hayley from coming any further. “Just get on your bikes and go your way, and we’ll go ours. I promise we’ll pick your friend up if we see him.”

Hayley straightened, putting her hands on her hips in a stance that said she wasn’t going anywhere. “I don’t believe you.”

Reyes’ features twitched, momentarily crinkling his nose, as he looked down at her. “I know I owe you one. You can trust me.”

Reyes owed her one? I looked across at Summer. She shrugged.

Hayley shook her head, dropped her hands from her hips, and moved forward. “Nope,” she said.

I moved forward as well, afraid Reyes might try to physically stop Hayley. He wouldn’t think twice about grabbing her and, if he was like me, still wasn’t accustomed to the power of his suit. He could inflict real damage. 

Surprisingly, he didn’t lay a hand on her. Just sidestepped to block her from reaching the raft. Despite her own petite stature against Reyes’ tall, muscular frame, she stood her ground, mere inches away from him, her lips tightly set.

“Out of the way,” she ordered. 

Reyes shook his head. She stepped around him. And I watched, in absolute shock, as Reyes did nothing about it. If I had ever challenged him like that, back when we were engaged, he would’ve grabbed my arm and flung me out of the way. So what was it about Hayley? Was he so conditioned to being subservient to Dome soldiers that he couldn’t defy them? No. That couldn’t be it. Reyes had killed plenty of Domers during the revolt in the Pit. 

“Where’s the gas cylinder that inflates it?” Hayley asked as she inspected the raft. “And how do you deflate it? Are you carrying a pump in your pack?” 

I glanced from her to Reyes in confusion. “It doesn’t need a pump.”

Reyes rolled his eyes.

Hayley raised an eyebrow and stared right at me. “This isn’t one of ours.”

My gaze swung to Reyes, who was looking distinctly guilty. “What does she mean? You told me you borrowed it from inventory.”

Hayley slowly ran her fingers over a rectangular patch of material on the side of the raft. “Where did you get it? Same place as the suits?”

That patch of material did resemble our nanosuits! I almost did a head-slap. The raft had been modified with Doc’s technology. Why hadn’t I made the connection before? But it still didn’t make any sense. Why was Reyes trying to keep that secret from me? And come to think of it, why didn’t Doc just give me the raft? Did he think that without transportation I would decide not to go on the search? That didn’t make sense. Doc knew I was going no matter what.

“Why did you lie?” I asked Reyes. “Why not just tell where you got it?”  

Reyes took off his sunglasses, shut his eyes tightly, and pinched the bridge of his nose. Hayley grabbed the raft and started dragging it. Reyes waved her away and picked it up. “I don’t want to take a chance on the rocks puncturing it.”

“Wait a second!” I said, intent on getting some answers, but Eli came out of the woods carrying Jin-Sook. 

“I need help!” he called. “She’s been shot.”
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Chapter Seventeen


[image: image]


Jack

––––––––
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A cough. 

I looked over at my guards. Fadi was noisily drinking water. Had the sound come from him? I inched my foot toward the hole where I had thrown the dirt.

“Bring him!” someone called out from the gate.

“Where?” Amos called back. 

“Father Ryder wants him at the sterilization.”

“You heard him,” Fadi said, putting the cup down on the table. He pulled a plastic tie out of the leather pouch attached to his belt and gestured at my hands. “Behind your back.”

Dropping the shovel, I dutifully put my hands behind my back but flexed my wrists to ensure the tie wasn’t so tight this time. Once I was secured, Amos gave a push in the direction of the gates. 

The compound seemed almost abandoned as we walked back through. No workers manned the plastic factory, no one walked the streets. When we turned the corner for the center of town, I saw the village gathered in the commons. The castration. Everyone in the city was there for it. 

My earlier estimate of a population of three hundred was off. I thought about our gymnasium in the Dome with a seating capacity of five hundred, and I could see the number of people here just fitting into that space. The crowd clustered around the sides of the fence was about six rows deep, with the ones at the back standing on tiptoes to see over the ones in front. 

Amos and Fadi elbowed gawkers aside and pulled me to the front row, giving me a clear view. In the center of the fenced area, Phillip lay stretched out naked on a table in a pool of his own sweat. Beside the table stood two men, one of them with a knife in his hand. Ryder addressed the crowd, walking a few steps at a time, ensuring he addressed everyone in the semicircle gathered around him.

“Our ancestors provoked the jealous wrath of the gods by arrogantly favoring one and ignoring the others,” he said. He ran a hand up his arm. “And the poison the gods infected us with still runs in our veins, sickening our minds with powerful urges to destroy each other.” He walked toward the table, pointing at the vulnerable figure lying on it. “The poison running through this man is strong—too strong for him to overcome temptation. He sinned by engaging in a sexual act that would not result in procreation.” He paused for effect, slowly turning to look at every section of the crowd. “As survivors of the Holy War, it is our duty, my brothers and sisters, to rid the world of this poison, and we do that by diluting its strength in our bloodlines. Each and every one of us knows in our own heart how strongly we’re infected, and it’s up to each and every one of us to reach into the good part of ourselves and decide if we are worthy of breeding. And when we’re too infected to make that decision, we have each other to make it for us. Together we are strong.” He moved toward the table and gently cupped Phillip’s face. “We are here for you, brother.”

Ryder looked at the two men standing beside the table and gave a curt nod. Phillip started screaming before the knife even touched him, but when the blade finally began its work, his screams became hysterical shrieks. 

I closed my eyes, unable to watch, and Fadi roughly shoved me. 

“Look,” he said firmly.

I opened my eyes in time to catch the final slice; Phillip was all but unconscious, blood everywhere. Three women emerged from the crowd, and someone opened the gate to let them in. They carried a basket full of medical supplies. I looked around at the faces gathered there. Some looked sickened by the event, others seemed satisfied that justice had been served, and a few who had obviously enjoyed watching the torture sported a gleeful shine in their eyes. There was something depraved about getting enjoyment from deliberately causing another human being so much pain. I didn’t get any pleasure out of watching Phillip suffer, but I had been there the night Phillip had “watched over” the young boy, had seen the boy’s face upon their return to camp, so I didn’t feel much sympathy for Phillip either. 

As the crowd began to break up, I caught sight of Naoki and Talon. They were with three other prisoners, all of them with their hands tied and guarded by several of Ryder’s men. 

Taking a big risk, I shouted, “Naoki!” Fadi grabbed me roughly by the arm, but I resisted going with him.

Naoki’s head snapped up, and he scanned the crowd until he found me. He looked relieved. “Where have you been?” he called back and got cuffed in the head.

“Get moving,” Amos said with a shove. 

They forced me through the crowd toward the small gate that allowed entry to the grounds of the big house. When we emerged from the crowd, I looked over my shoulder for Naoki and Talon, but they weren’t there. 

I expected to be thrown back into the shed, so I was surprised when they led me to the back door of the big house. Just like the first time I entered the house, delicious aromas greeted me as I walked into the kitchen. The same three women were busy making what might be bread. Annie was helping, and I was glad to see her there in the warm home. I hoped she hadn’t been forced to watch the castration. 

Fadi pushed me in the direction of Ryder’s office. He was seated at the table, writing in a hand-bound book. Amos took out his knife and severed the plastic tie binding my wrists, and as we stood at the door patiently waiting for Ryder to finish whatever he was doing, I silently wondered how many of those ties they produced in the space of a week. 

“Jack, I want to thank you for bringing Phillip’s sins to my attention.” He waved a hand toward the empty chair. “I’d be pleased if you joined me for lunch.”

I hesitated, wondering if I was actually being asked to join him and if I could decline, but Fadi bumped me toward the chair with his shoulder. I sat down, and my two escorts were dismissed. 

“How come they always untie me when I’m brought to your office?” I asked. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll hurt you? Kill you?”

Ryder’s gleaming white teeth made an appearance as he laughed at my question. “I’m not afraid of you, Jack. I’m twice your size. You’re not incapacitated for my protection—it’s for yours.” 

“My protection?” I repeated in disbelief.

He leaned against the table and tented his fingers. “Some newcomers embrace us with open arms; others, like yourself, take some convincing before they accept that we’re here for their salvation. The only way we can appease the gods and put an end to their jealous war is for every person on earth to unite and worship all gods equally. Every. Single. Person.”

If I could see through the holes in his theology, why couldn’t everyone else? Or maybe they chose not to see the implausibility of his religion because they were too lured by the desire to be a part of a society. There was protection in numbers, as Sunny and I had found out during our time in the Pit.

“Wasn’t it the gods who poisoned us in the first place?” I asked. 

“Ah,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “You listened to my talk.” I nodded. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “Tell me your thoughts.”

That wasn’t a good idea. My thoughts were that this man had been made insane by the tragic events in his life, and if he was the future of mankind, then the earth was in serious trouble. But I had to come up with something to make him believe that I thought he had wisdom and convince him that he didn’t need to keep me locked up in a shed with my hands tied. It shouldn’t be too hard. After all, I played the presidential heir for almost a year back in the Dome. A few days with Ryder was nothing.

I arranged my features into the diplomatic expression I knew so well. 

“I did listen,” I said. “You made a lot of sense. I mean, there are some people who are more evil than others, and I never knew why. But you say it’s because of the amount of poison running through our veins. Poison the gods infected us with?” Ryder nodded, a satisfied smile playing around his mouth. “Then doesn’t that make us victims of unjust gods?”

Ryder studied me for a moment before he answered. “You have a sharp mind, Jack. Yes, we are victims, but not of unjust gods. We are victims of ourselves. It was wrong of people to favor one god over the others. We started the War in the heavens by inciting jealousy among the gods.”

“I’m just trying to understand why they poisoned us with temptation.”

“You mean with destructive urges,” he said. 

I nodded. Whatever. 

“Because the gods turned their congregations into armies by infecting them with the urge to destroy their fellow deities’ worshippers.”

“I see,” I said. “And because we were poisoned, we almost annihilated humanity.”

Ryder nodded in an exaggerated fashion. “But the gods have paid the price by losing all of their followers. They have learned their lesson, and now it’s up to us to right the wrongs of the past and dilute the poison that still runs through our veins.”

I grinned. “I wholeheartedly agree with you there. We do need to right the wrongs of the past and get rid of the evil people of the world.”

A knock came at the door, and Ryder bid them enter. One of the pregnant women from the kitchen came in followed by and Annie. They each carried a tray of lunch. Annie set mine down on the table in front of me, glancing at me out of the corner of her eye as she did. 

“Thank you, Annie,” I said quietly, and gave her a warm, encouraging smile. 

She turned her gaze to the floor. The other woman set her tray in front of Ryder and then ushered Annie out. 

“She’s a good little girl,” Ryder said after they’d left. 

I nodded in agreement, silently wondering what kind of man could kidnap a little girl and force her to be a slave. Then I remembered our own history in the Dome, and that Sunny had been a slave at Annie’s age. I felt the heat of shame color my cheeks. 

“And she’s yours,” he said.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Eighteen
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Sunny

––––––––
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My guts twisted at the sight of blood oozing from Jin-Sook’s side. She was conscious but obviously in a lot of pain. Eli set her down on a piece of flat ground. All thoughts of going after Alex evaporated as I ran to Jin. Kneeling down in front of her, I lifted her tunic to examine her injury. It wasn’t the first time I had seen a bullet wound. The memory of digging a bullet out of Jack was still fresh in my mind. And I was happy to see that I wasn’t going to have to dig one out of Jin, since it had gone straight through the fleshy part of her side. It was nowhere near bone.  

“I have to clean it,” I told her. Between my first aid training at the Academy and my experience with Jack’s bullet injury, I knew what I needed to do.

Jin managed a curt nod. I dug in my backpack for my first aid kit and flask. The water in my flask was already filtered, so I didn’t need to worry about infecting the wound. I started folding her tunic out of the way, but she caught the edge and pulled it back down, her eyes the size of saucers.

“I need it out of the way, Jin.” She looked around at the figures watching her and shook her head. Her modesty was obviously greater than her pain, which said something considering she was panting through gritted teeth and her forehead was slick with sweat. “We need some privacy,” I called out.

Eli left immediately, but it took the others some coaxing from Summer to stop gawking. 

I rolled up Jin’s tunic to just below her breasts. Putting on a pair of sterilized gloves, I poured the water liberally on the wound, flushing it as best I could. Somewhere behind me I heard Reyes and Hayley having a short, heated exchange. Summer was beside me, looking on with concern. I took the disinfectant out of the kit.

“Hold her hand,” I said to Summer.

Jin-Sook grasped Summer’s hand as if it were a lifeline. She screamed when I poured the disinfectant onto her raw flesh. Blood flushed out of the wound with it, and my chest tightened in panic. I reached into the kit for a sterile pad and fumbled to open it, silently cursing Doc for not including a syringe full of nanobots in the kit. 

Hayley came up behind me. “Pour more on,” she said. “Jesus, she’s a woman!”

It was a common mistake. The People went out of their way to look androgynous.

“She’s bleeding too fast,” I said. 

“It’s flushing out the wound,” Hayley said.

I only took a split second to make the decision to pour more on. Jin dug her fingers into Summer’s hand and hissed loudly. More blood flowed out, but not as much. The wound looked clean. Using the sterile pad, I blotted it dry.

“It should be sutured,” Hayley said. 

I checked my first aid kit but didn’t find a needle. “I don’t have anything.”

With a frustrated, fuming sigh, Hayley dropped her pack to the ground and roughly undid the zipper. She pulled out her own first aid kit and a headlamp. The twilight sky hadn’t really registered with me. So much had happened in the last fifteen minutes.

“I don’t know why I should bother,” Hayley said, yanking the light onto her head. “I have a dead soldier with an arrow sticking out of his chest. Anyone know who put it there?”

The accusation was clear, but before I could speak in Jin-Sook’s defense, she spoke for herself. 

“He pulled his gun on my friends. We didn’t do anything to them. They came here looking to kill us.”

Putting on sterile gloves, Hayley threaded a needle. “When I’m done here, I intend to find out if that’s true.” 

I didn’t argue when she motioned me out of the way, too grateful she was willing to help despite the angry set to her expression. She’d just given up going to look for Alex in the river to help a “heathen” who had killed one of her soldiers. 

I glanced over at Reyes. He was halfway to the river, the raft set down in front of him. Two soldiers were walking toward him while the other two stayed with Wilcox, who was still lying on the ground.

I picked up my first aid kit, stopped to fill my water flask at the river, and then went to Wilcox. The two soldiers held their guns on Reyes, who didn’t even seem aware of their presence. As I approached, one of them jerked his rifle in my direction. I rolled my eyes at him. “Whatever,” I mumbled. 

“What are you doing?” he asked warily.

“Relax,” I said, holding up the first aid kit. “I’m going to help your friend.”

I kept walking, half expecting one of them to shoot me, but they didn’t. Nice Soldier, the one who was always paying attention to Summer, was standing beside Wilcox. He gave me a small smile as I approached.

“Has he woken up yet?” I asked. 

“He moaned a couple of times,” Nice Soldier said. He squatted down on the other side of Wilcox, and I glanced at his nametag: Price. “Can I help?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Honestly, I have no idea what I’m doing.” Other than flush the cut on the side of his head, disinfect it, and slap on an antibiotic-filled bandage, I could do little about a head injury. Although I remembered that our doctor in the Pit had given ice to Jack to help ward off a concussion. The water in the river was close to freezing.

“Do you have a rag or a towel or something in your pack?” I asked Price.

“I have a blanket,” he said, opening his pack.

The temperature was already dropping with the setting sun. “I can’t soak that. You’ll need it tonight.” 

I had two things in my pack that could be used as a compress: my blanket and Jack’s t-shirt. The blanket I wanted to save for Jin-Sook. It was going to be a cold night, and she’d need at least a few piled on her to keep her warm. That left Jack’s t-shirt. Biting my lower lip, I eyed Wilcox and considered using the shirt as a compress. The shirt barely held Jack’s scent anymore, although when I breathed it in deeply enough I caught the vague idea of him. Was saving Wilcox really worth obliterating those last vestiges of Jack? 

No.

Wilcox was one of Alex’s men, which meant the only reason he was there was to make sure Jack didn’t make it home. And he certainly hadn’t hesitated to shoot me. Just stepped forward and pulled the trigger without a second thought. There was no doubt in my mind he would do the same to Jack when we found him. Only Jack wasn’t wearing a bulletproof suit.

“Guess we don’t have a compress,” I said. I assuaged the guilt niggling at me by cleaning and dressing his cut. 

“We make camp here tonight,” Hayley announced in a loud voice. She pulled her gloves off as she looked around at all of us. Pointing to the two soldiers beside Reyes, she said, “We’ll need to bury Sims, or he’ll attract scavengers. Recover his personal items for his family first.” She looked at Price and the other soldier. “Build a fire and get the tents pitched.”

“A fire out in the open is a bad idea,” Eli said, as he walked toward where Jin was lying. 

Hayley rubbed her hand along the back of her neck and didn’t even bother to look at Eli. “Your friend’s in shock,” she said in an irritated voice. “She needs warmth.”

Eli started to protest, but Hayley walked away. She was the commanding officer, and the soldiers did her bidding. Eli had no say. 

She was looking at me when she said, “You and I have a conversation to finish.”

I wondered if I should bring up Alex and whether or not it was too late to go after him. Not that the dark was a problem for Reyes, Summer, and me, but given the temperature of the water and the length of time Alex had been gone, his only chance of survival was if he’d managed to get to dry land. 

I took a deep breath, hoping to resolve this as quickly as possible, and walked toward her. “Hayley, I’m sorry about Alex. I thought he was Jack’s friend,” I said. “It made his attack on us that much harder for me to understand.”

With a look of contempt, she waved her hand at me in a sweeping motion. “You’re wearing some kind of bulletproof suit, riding around in a raft outfitted with technology I’ve never seen before, and you’re claiming innocence?” She put a hand on her hip. “You think I’m an idiot?”

I crossed my arms over my chest and shifted my weight to one leg. “So what was Alex doing on the beach, then? Mmm? He came to pay us a social visit maybe?”

Her contemptuous expression faltered for a second as doubt flitted across her features. “Well, I’m beginning to wonder what Jack Kenner was up to.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Did you two put together some kind of urchin-heathen army to finish off what you started? Kill all of us big, bad borks?”

I didn’t see any reason to keep it from her since Doc had said it was time to reveal our militia. It might even help end this conflict and send them on their way.

“Jack’s not involved. Neither are the People.” Her eyebrow rose in question. I leaned toward her and said conspiratorially, “I don’t call them heathens because they’re not.” I straightened up. “Yes, the Pit has put together a militia, but not because we want to finish what we started. You might find this hard to believe,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my voice, “but after years of abuse at the hands of the bourge, we don’t trust you. Can you really blame us for coming up with a defensive strategy?”

“Defensive?” she exclaimed. She reached out a hand and touched the fabric of my suit. “It crumples bullets, and I saw the force you used to take out Alex.” She looked me in the eye. “And please don’t tell me you’re just that strong.”

I slapped her hand away from my sleeve. “I stand by defensive and—”

The sound of splashing water and something like a cross between a moan and yelp interrupted us. I turned around to find Price standing over Wilcox with an uncapped flask in his hand. Wilcox was half sitting up, his head dripping with water.

“He woke up,” Price said with a smile.

Not exactly the ideal way to bring him back to consciousness, but effective. 

“We do this my way,” Hayley said in a low, threatening tone and brushed past me.

Reyes was standing not far from us, and I was pretty sure he had been listening in. I made eye contact with him. “I haven’t forgotten about the raft.”

He ignored the comment. “You’re not planning on camping here for the night, are you?” 

I cast a glance over at Jin-Sook. Summer was propping up her backpack behind Jin while Eli helped ease her back onto it. They put another blanket over her. I didn’t think her injury was fatal, but I knew it was going to hinder her ability to travel. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do yet.

“Not much choice,” I said.

He flicked his chin in Hayley’s direction and cocked an eyebrow at me. “You trust her?”

Trust was a complicated word. I didn’t distrust her, like the way I distrusted Alex. Hayley’s actions toward us were driven by anger; Alex’s actions were not. His motivation had been much more sinister. 

“Not entirely, but I don’t think she’s a sneaky murderer either,” I said and headed in the direction of Hayley and Wilcox. 

Wilcox was holding his head, moaning in pain. Hayley had a first aid kit open, a small package of pain medication in her hand. 

“I promise. Right after you answer a few questions,” she was saying as I came up to them. He grumbled something unintelligible, and she ignored him. “What were you, Alex, and Sims doing here?”

“I already told you, sir,” he said without lifting his head from his hand. “They ambushed us.”

“That’s not what I asked,” Hayley said firmly. “Now, I want to know why you three ended up here at the river. Alex told me you were backtracking to try to pick up the recruiters’ trail after we lost it.”

“Yes sir, we did,” he said and lifted his head slightly to look at her. “It led us right here to the river.”

“Excellent,” she said, as if rewarding a child. “Come show me the trail, and this entire matter will be cleared up.”

Wilcox’s eyes widened, and he went even paler than he’d already been. Hayley was watchful, and by the look on her face, she noticed his discomfort. “Um,” he said. He dropped his head back into his hands and groaned. “My head hurts. It’s hard to remember.”

Hayley stood up. Her knuckles turned white as her fist gripped the package of pain medication. It was obvious Wilcox was lying, which meant there was a strong possibility I wasn’t. “Well, when you do remember,” she ground out, “I have that pain medication.” She made to walk away.

“Over there.” He pointed in a general direction. 

“Are you sure?” Hayley asked. “You know the punishment for lying to an officer.”

I didn’t know the punishment for lying to an officer, but Wilcox did, if his squirming was anything to go by. 

“I think,” he said. “You know...if I remember correctly.” 

“We’re going to check it out. Hopefully we can pick up the trail at this time of night, otherwise we’ll have to wait until the morning, which will only delay your pain relief.” Hayley motioned for Price and the soldier next to him to check it out. They took their headlamps out of their packs. 

“I can look,” I offered. “I don’t need light.”

“And what would that accomplish?” Hayley asked caustically and clicked on the headlamp she was still wearing. My eyes snapped shut against the sudden glare. I didn’t need to see her to know she was smiling.

“Wait,” Wilcox said. Hayley returned to him, her light shining in his face. He put a hand up to shield his eyes. “Are Captain Mills and Private Sims really gone?”

Hayley turned off her headlamp and squatted so she was at eye level with him. “Yes, they are,” she said softly. Wilcox drew in a deep, ragged breath and let it back out. “I’m not going to find a trail in the woods, am I?”

He put his hands on either side of his head and stared at the ground. “No,” he said and took another deep breath. “Captain Mills told us our mission was to make sure Senator Kenner didn’t make it home. But he assured us we were not going to kill the senator, or anyone else for that matter.” He stole a look in my direction. “Until he saw them in their raft. The captain ordered us to kill them, but by the time we got down to the beach, they were gone. So he changed the plan to finding their raft and shooting it instead.”

Hayley was quiet for a moment and then cleared her throat. “Did Captain Mills say why Senator Kenner wasn’t supposed to make it back?”

“No, sir.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “But in our defense, there’s something not human about those urchins. When we left the ridge to come to the beach they were pulling their raft onto the shore. By the time we drove down here, they had already climbed on foot to the top of the ridge. Who can do that? And then they flew back down to the beach. No amount of shooting stopped them. The bullets ricocheted off them.”

Hayley tossed him the package of pain meds and stood. Her face reflected anger, but there was something else in her eyes too. Sadness. “Looks like your story checks out,” she said to me. And walked away.

“Wait,” I said, and she paused. “That’s it? No more discussion?”

She turned around to face me. “What do you want, Sunshine? A declaration of how wrong I was? Okay. You have it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m a little upset. I not only lost one of my best friends in the river, but I just found out he was a traitor.”

She turned and strode away.
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Chapter Nineteen
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Jack

––––––––
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I couldn’t have been more stunned if he had sucker punched me in the face. He was giving me a seven-year-old girl? What the hell for? What was his angle? If Ryder was President Holt and we were back in the Dome, I’d know exactly what the gift was meant to do: make me feel indebted. Create a sense of you owe me, so I would be within his control. Was that Ryder’s angle too? I couldn’t tell. It had been so much easier to master the game with Holt because I’d known the rules, but Ryder was an unknown. 

“Wow,” I said. “That’s a generous gift, but my current residence isn’t big enough for servants.” I thumbed in the general direction of the shed.

“Digging holes is thirsty work, Jack. Do you think I’m going to be bringing you water?” he asked, shaking his head. “I’m a busy man.” He tore a piece of flatbread in two and scooped up some mushy vegetables from his plate. He looked at my untouched food. “Eat up.”

“Let me get this straight. I’m your prisoner, but you’re giving me a servant girl?”

He finished chewing and swallowed. “Jack, you haven’t been listening to me,” he said. “You are not a prisoner. You’re merely being restrained until you no longer pose a danger to yourself or anyone else.”

“You mean until I become part of your community.” 

“Would that be so bad?” He waved a hand toward his plate. “We have food and water and a fence to protect us from hungry animals, raiders, and cannibals. We can devote our lives to living, Jack, not just struggling to survive. Get on with the business of repopulating the earth with good, gods-fearing people. As of yesterday, I have seven wives, thirteen children, and four more on the way.” 

He studied me for a moment, and I stared back at him, trying to guess what was going through his head. It had been easier to figure out Holt. 

“Unless, of course, you already have those things somewhere else, Jack.” 

Is that what he was doing? Trying to find out where I came from? “I already told you I did. And I’d like to get back there,” I said. I picked up a piece of bread and dipped it in the soggy vegetables. 

He grinned at me. “That’s right. You belong to an advanced civilization with nuclear warheads.” He sopped up more food with a piece of bread and looked out the thick, blurry windowpane as he chewed thoughtfully. “I wonder why they haven’t come to rescue you. I mean, it sounds like they’re more than capable.”

I dropped the bread I was holding back onto my plate. Whether he intended it or not, his comment hit home. In my darkest moments, I had wondered the same thing but then reminded myself that everyone was dependent on the radiation-free water and food supplies that we produced. Wandering too far from our valley posed a big risk, and I wouldn’t want to be the cause of anyone’s death. 

I didn’t respond to his question. I’m sure my expression said it all. 

“You really should eat, Jack,” he said. “Digging is hard work, and you’ll soon become weak without food.”

I truly hated this man and was tiring of his mind games. What was I digging holes for? Why was he giving me a child servant? And what had he done with my friends? I choked back more radioactive food, partly because I wanted him to think he was winning me over and partly because he was right. I was of no use to Naoki and Talon dead of starvation.

For the rest of lunch, Ryder preached about the scriptures, deities, the poison in our blood, and his commitment to diluting it. I nodded often, raised my eyebrows frequently, and said the odd word of praise for his wisdom in these matters. This was how I had behaved with Holt, and even though that man had been using me, he’d still bought my act. Telling Ryder he was a delusional madman would get me nowhere. Power-hungry men like him had big egos, which made him just as vulnerable as he was dangerous. It was all in the way he was handled.

As soon as he had scooped up the remaining food on his plate and popped it into his mouth, he called for his henchmen. The door immediately opened, and my escorts Fadi and Amos came in. They must have been sitting right outside the door, waiting for his command. I smiled, stood, and assumed the position. Fadi gave a nod of appreciation at my thoughtfulness and secured the plastic tie around my wrists. 

“I have some business to attend to, but I’ll stop by and check in on you later, Jack,” Ryder said. He looked at Fadi. “Take Annie with you. She’ll make sure he doesn’t get thirsty.”

We stopped in the kitchen long enough to collect Annie. She was told to bring a water pitcher and fill it up on the way to detention. I still didn’t get the whole detention thing. Maybe my detention was digging a hole. Or maybe it was my grave. 

I had to find a way out of there.

We took a different route in order to collect the water. Instead of walking through the common area, down the street, and then making a left past the plastic factory, we took an immediate left. We were headed toward the buildings I suspected were a market, and upon closer inspection, I was pretty sure I was right. Articles of clothing hung on the backs of open doors, and small tables in front of the buildings displayed a variety of ceramics and, of course, plastic items. Their plastic products weren’t the evenly-colored, seamless, state-of-the-art creations our replicators spit out. These were crude, oddly-shaped items, and some were unidentifiable. I did notice a thick plastic knife, but I saw it too late to make a play for it. If we came by this way again, I would accidentally bump into that table and try to grab it.

At the far end of the compound were four hand-pump water wells. There was a lineup at each pump, and Annie joined a queue while we stood to the side and waited for her. When it was her turn, she struggled. It was obvious the hand pump took some strength to operate, and she was trying to work it with one hand while holding the pitcher under the spout with the other. She couldn’t do it, and her face turned red as she started to panic. I looked at Fadi and Amos. They weren’t moving to help. I stepped forward, and Fadi quickly laid a hand on my shoulder to stop me.

“She’s a little kid. She needs help,” I said, hoping they had a soft side. Fadi shook his head. I sighed. “Annie,” I called to her. She didn’t look at me. “Annie,” I said again. Her big round eyes found mine. “Put the pitcher on the ground under the spout and use both hands.”

She hesitated, but did as I instructed. She was a tiny girl with paper-thin skin stretched across petite bones. The handle of the pump looked bigger than her, and she approached it again with trepidation. 

“Pull the lever up and then push it down,” I said. “Just like the others are doing.” 

She paused and studied the others at the pump. Then she pulled the handle up and tried to push it back down. It didn’t seem to budge, and she threw her entire little body into it, her feet lifting off the ground. The handle came down, spewing water into the jug and onto the ground. It only half filled the jug. I remembered the trouble she’d had carrying the full pitcher earlier.

“Great job, Annie. That’s plenty of water for me,” I said. She looked grateful.

Picking up the pitcher, we resumed our trek to detention. We didn’t have to go past the plastic factory, but I could see it from the gate. The sight of all the chipped plastic had my attention. A shiv. The pile of plastic waiting to be melted was full of them. Tonight I would ask Ryder for a tour of the facility and see if I couldn’t snag one. 

My shovel was waiting for me, and Ryder’s table and chair were still there. I told Annie to sit in the chair and, oddly enough, Fadi and Amos didn’t argue. I don’t think they really cared one way or another. I was a little worried about Annie though. She didn’t look good. She was pale, and her forehead was too sweaty for the cool early spring temperature. 

I didn’t put as much vigor into shoveling this time around. If it was going to be my grave, then I needed to drag it out so I had time to escape before I was killed. Although I still wasn’t convinced that was what Ryder had in store for me. I expected to be threatened and tortured until he had the information he wanted about where I came from. Yet, aside from a few questions, he really hadn’t been probing for much information. He seemed more intent on getting me to join his flock. And that wasn’t going to happen.

My thoughts turned to home, and Sunny’s image sprang to mind. Not that I wished she was with me and in danger from Ryder, but I did wish I could talk things over with her. During our time in the Pit when we had been evading execution for treason, she had always had the best ideas. She saw people and situations differently than I did. She was a person of action, whereas I was the guy who had to think everything through. We made a good team. And I needed her here now to kick my butt and tell me to go get that shiv and kill every last man in this compound. Or at the very least, to get myself the hell out of here. 

A humming distracted me, and I paused in my shoveling to look for the source. It sounded mechanical. Almost familiar. Was it coming from the plastic factory? Did they have motors? A quick check on Fadi and Amos told me it probably wasn’t the factory since they were alert and scanning the area too. The sound faded away. 

“You go ask,” I heard Fadi say to Amos. 

Amos vigorously shook his head. “I’m not going to be the one to look like an idiot.”

I went back to my halfhearted shoveling, dying for a drink of water, but not wanting to wake up Annie, who had fallen asleep in the chair.

The shadows had grown long by the time Ryder showed up to check on me. He shook Annie’s shoulder and motioned for her to vacate his chair. She jumped up, almost knocking over the small table. 

“How’s that hole coming along, Jack?” he asked with a smile.

“It’s a hole,” I replied. “What’s it for, anyway?”

His smile grew bigger as he stretched out his legs, crossed them, and rested his hands atop his head. “I don’t want to ruin the surprise.” He watched me dig for a while. “You have to put your back into it, or it’s going to take forever.”

“I’m not in any rush. Are you?” 

He shrugged. “Winter’s coming, and we need to be ready.”

I had no idea what that meant. “What about my friends, Naoki and Talon? Do you have them digging a hole somewhere too?”

“No. We have enough for them. They spend their day at our training facilities.”

“So you’re hoping they’re going to join your society too? Or have they already?”

His mouth curved into a frown. “It’s my sincere wish that that happens,” he said. “But I’m sure you understand that Ajuns make people nervous, especially Ajuns who are skilled fighters. We need to test their loyalties.”

I stopped shoveling to study his face, wondering what he was up to. “Test them?” I asked suspiciously. I remembered how much Hollywood had bragged about bringing skilled warriors back, so Ryder was obviously looking to recruit men for fighting. “You mean you’re gauging their skills as soldiers? So you can send them to fight against Daemon?” 

He sat up straighter, turned his ear in my direction, and cupped it. “Did I just hear you right?” he asked with a knowing grin. “Because you told me you didn’t know who Daemon was.”

Heat crept into my cheeks as the realization that he had just won a round in the cat-and-mouse game sank in. The first time he’d met me, he asked if I was one of Daemon’s men, and I had told him I didn’t know who Daemon was. It wasn’t a lie. I really didn’t know Daemon. But any explanation at this point would just sound like excuses to get out of being caught in a lie.

“I know of him,” I said, but I was pretty sure my red face was working against me. “I mean, who doesn’t? Right?”

Ryder put his elbow on the table, rested his chin on the back of his hand, and silently regarded me. I went back to shoveling. Finally he spoke. “You’ve seen our city, so tell me, Jack, is Daemon’s more advanced?”

I stopped to look at him. “I honestly don’t know. I’ve never met Daemon.”

“C’mon, Jack. Yesterday you told me you didn’t even know who he was and today you’re asking me if I’m training your friends to go up against him in battle. Be honest with me.”

“I am being honest. I was briefed on Daemon just as I was briefed on you before I met you.”

“Briefed sounds kind of official. Who told you about me?” I opened my mouth to tell him, but he held up a hand to stop me. “Wait. Let me guess. The advanced society with nuclear warheads you belong to is also all-knowing and all-seeing.”

I screwed my mouth to one side and looked up at the sky, wondering how I should play this one out. The more lies I told, the more traps I set for myself in this little game of ours. I decided to stick with the truth. “You got it,” I said. 

He stood up and kicked at the ground, sending a spray of dirt at me. “Whatever you’re playing at has to stop. We both know there are no nuclear warheads, Jack. You’re Daemon’s man, and you need to come clean about it.”

“Yeah?” I asked. “Then how do you explain my face healing?”

He glowered at me, his eyes piercingly angry. “That’s one of the things I want to find out.”

Raised voices and a shuffling at the gate drew our attention. Guards armed with bows walked alongside a group of about seven men with their hands tied behind their backs. I spotted Naoki and Talon. Naoki looked pissed off; Talon looked scared. 

“That’s enough for tonight, Jack,” Ryder said. Fadi advanced on me, grabbed my arms, and twisted them behind me. I felt the familiar plastic ties around my wrists as I watched my friends come closer. When they were within hearing distance, I risked talking to them.

“Naoki, what’s going on? What are they doing to you two?”

Naoki looked at Ryder, curled his lip, and spat on the ground. A few guards had broken away from the group and were moving the plastic grate adjacent to where I had been digging. A dozen holes in the ground were revealed. 

“They’re not human beings,” Naoki growled. 

Fear rose up and pressed against my chest. My breathing became harder. “What did they do to you?”

One of the guards pushed him away from me. The rest of the men, all bound and without the use of their hands, were herded toward the holes. 

My head swung toward Ryder. “What the hell are you doing?” 

He didn’t say anything, just motioned toward a prisoner standing in front of a hole. A guard worked a lassoed rope under the man’s arms and then sent the prisoner feet first into the hole. He disappeared. The holes were only about three feet wide—too narrow for a six-foot man to sit or lie down in. My mind traveled back to the morning, when I had thrown dirt at one of the holes. I had heard someone cough. I had heard someone cough! 

I turned on Ryder. “You son of a bitch.” 
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Sunny

––––––––
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A decent fire was blazing not far from where Jin-Sook lay under a blanket. Eli sat beside her, feeding her sips from his water skin. Summer was sitting a few feet away, eating a package of mush and staring into the fire. Two soldiers stood near the flames, their backs to me. Reyes lounged against the inflated side of our raft, eating his own packaged meal. Hayley sat by the water’s edge, arms hugging her legs to her chest and chin resting on her knees. Price and his buddy passed me on their way to the fire, having finally finished the business of burying their fellow soldier.

Two somber groups, neither quite sure if they should trust the other, attempting to share the same camp. I wasn’t surprised by Hayley’s decision to make camp there, given that the bourge couldn’t see well at night, which made travel difficult. However, it didn’t mean I had to like it. If it weren’t for Jin-Sook’s injury, we’d have gotten in the raft and left. But I wanted to make sure her wound was closed and no longer bleeding before we set out again. A good night’s rest would go a long way to help the healing process. 

Looking around the camp, I was undecided about where I should go next. Talk to Reyes about the raft or check in on Jin-Sook? But then my stomach growled, reminding me to eat. It had been a long time since my last meal. I looked down at my belly, startled that I had forgotten all about the baby. Sorry, little guy. Mommy’s been busy.

I did a mental double take. Had I really just called myself mommy? Such a familiar word, yet so foreign when applied to me. Giving my head a shake, I put the thought out of my mind. I had enough to worry about, but food first. I set my pack down, took out a packet of food and a water flask, and mixed up some mush. Bringing the pack to my lips, I chugged a mouthful as I made my way to the fire. 

I paused by Jin-Sook. “How are you feeling?”

She had a sleepy, dreamy kind of smile on her face. “Summer gave me some pills,” she said in a thick voice. 

I smiled. We all had pain medication in our first aid kits.

“Her shivering has stopped,” Eli said. I dropped into the empty space next to Summer and tossed back another mouthful of mush. “I’m worried about infection though.”

“It’s dressed in antibiotics and we have plenty more, so infection shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. I was more worried about Jin’s ability to travel.

“Antibiotics?” Eli asked. “What are those?”

Two of the soldiers at the fire chuckled arrogantly at Eli’s ignorance. I ignored them.

“Medicine that protects against infection,” I said. I finished the last few mouthfuls of my dinner and thought about opening another pack. 

“So how’d it go?” Summer asked and motioned to where Hayley was sitting. “What’s-her-name looks a little upset.”

Pursing my lips in a brief ssshhh sign, I let my gaze wander to the four soldiers sharing the fire. It was then that I noticed Price kept darting his gaze toward Summer. He seemed always to be doing that when she was around.

“Wilcox came clean,” I said in a low voice. “So Hayley—aka what’s-her-name—is trying to absorb the news that her friend Alex was a traitor.”

“Do you know how many of our people have died from infection?” Eli said, completely oblivious to the change in conversation. “And we were living right next door to the cure?”

“If it’s any consolation,” Summer said, staring at the Domers, “we lived right under the cure, and no one shared with us either.”

One of the soldiers scoffed. “Whatever,” he said and left. 

Summer sneered at the three remaining. Price smiled back at her. “You don’t remember me, do you?” he asked.

Summer looked a little taken aback, and her sneer faltered. She gave him a once-over and shook her head. “No. Should I?” 

He skirted the fire and moved closer to us. “Probably not. My name’s Zachary, but most people call me Zach. I worked in President Holt’s private kitchens.” 

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Summer became visibly flustered. She shifted uncomfortably, looking anywhere but at him. Her reaction didn’t register with Price, though. He stuck out his hand for her to shake. She stood and backed away from it as if it were toxic. I drew up beside her, ready to protect my friend. Her psyche was still too fragile to mess with. 

Price’s smile faded away, replaced by a look of uncertainty. He dropped his hand. “You’re one of the bravest people I’ve ever known. I just wanted to tell you that.”

Summer didn’t respond, just walked away. Zach watched her go, a look of defeat shadowing his features. 

I studied him while his attention was on Summer. There didn’t appear to be anything remarkable about him. He was of average height with light-brown hair and dark-brown eyes set in a youthful face. I estimated he was a year or two younger than Summer and me. He wore the rank of private, a rank that didn’t need the extra two years of education required by officers, so it was possible he was only seventeen. 

When Summer was beyond the light of the fire and he could no longer see her, he turned back to me.

I extended my hand to him. “I’m Sunny.” He shook. “You worked in President Holt’s private suites?” It was kind of sneaky of me, and a part of me felt badly about that, but Summer and I had never kept secrets from each other until she was forced into a life as Holt’s mistress. It bothered me that she never talked about it. The only way I knew to help her was to share her pain.

Zach nodded. “If anybody else in the world knows what a monster that man was, it’s her.”

“Else?” I asked suspiciously. It couldn’t be. He was from the Dome. And male. “Do you mean you know what a monster he was?”

He nodded and dropped his eyes. “It’s not something I talk much about, though.” He pasted a smile on his face. “Just let her know she was an inspiration to all of us.” With a curt nod, he left to rejoin his comrades. 

I went after Summer and found her sitting next to Reyes. I sat on the other side of her. “What was that all about?” I asked.

Lifting her head from Reyes’ shoulder, she gave me a sidelong glance. “I don’t like reminders.” 

Indecision about whether or not to pursue the topic gave birth to a long pause. But I didn’t want to drop it. “He kind of implied he was a victim of Holt too.” 

“Huh,” she said, clearly not surprised. 

“He also said you were an inspiration to all of them.” Her head had returned to its resting spot on Reyes’ shoulder, so I couldn’t see her reaction. 

Reyes smiled and tightened his arm around her. “Of course she was,” he said. “The glass is always half full in her world.” She raised her face and shot him a dry look. He flashed her a frown. “Sorry, poor choice of words. You know what I meant, though.”

“You guys know I don’t want to talk about it,” Summer said.

Resting against her, I reached over and picked up her hand where it lay on Reyes’ chest and squeezed it. “You can’t keep it inside forever.” 

She squeezed my hand back. “I’m pretty sure I can. But if I can’t, you’ll be the first person I talk to.”

“Hey, what about me?” Reyes asked.

She slapped his chest playfully. “Not you. You have a big mouth and too many girlfriends.”

“Pfftt...” His smile grew broader. “I don’t talk to them if I don’t have to.”

I rolled my eyes. “Why am I not surprised,” I muttered under my breath. “So about the raft, Reyes,” I began, and I noted he clenched his jaw. “Where did you get it?”

He looked over Summer’s head at me. “Probably the same place you got your special cargo. From Doc.”

I bit my lips together to stop my laugh and saw Summer do the same. Obviously Reyes hadn’t figured out what my special cargo was, but I had the urge to assure him that I didn’t get it from Doc.

A shuffling noise across the rocky shoreline alerted me to Hayley’s approach. She plunked herself down on the ground facing us. “I’m interested in knowing where he got the raft too,” she said. “And whatever this special cargo is.”

Summer straightened up, a wary look on her face. I wondered what else Hayley had overheard. Hopefully everything. She should know what the real President Holt was like, that it wasn’t just urchins who were casualties of his insanity.

“Let’s start with Doc,” she said.

As interested as I was in learning more about the raft, I wasn’t about to let her interrogate us. I’d never liked Hayley, and it wasn’t just because Jack had admitted that they had a little dalliance during high school. Her arrogance rubbed me the wrong way. We weren’t her prisoners, or worse, her slaves. But as much as I wanted to tell her what a self-important twit she was, I knew the words would have little effect on someone who considered me far beneath her. Instead, I decided to use her tactics against her.

Leaning forward, I patted one of her hands and talked in a soothing voice. “I know everything’s happened so fast, Hayley, but try to keep up.” I returned to my spot against the raft and dropped the act. “We’re not your slaves or your prisoners.”

She raised her upper lip in scorn. I remembered that Jack had also told me that if Hayley ever challenged me to a fight that I should run, so I knew she had a reputation for being tough. 

“I never said you were my prisoners.”

“Then stop acting like it. If you want to know something, ask. A little respect goes a long way toward making friends.” 

“I never said you were my friends either.”

“Then I guess we’re done here.” 

Hayley became pensive, her gaze skipping across the three of us, resting a little longer on Reyes. Her eyes returned to me, the contempt softened a bit.

“We don’t have to be friends to work together, Sunshine. I just need to know I can trust you,” Hayley said. 

A spontaneous, derisive laugh escaped me, and I shook my head in disbelief. “Can I remind you that we were the ones who were attacked by Alex? You are the one who needs to prove you’re trustworthy.”

“I think Sunshine has a good point,” Reyes said, not missing the opportunity to take a potshot at me. I narrowed my eyes at him and he returned my glare with smart-aleck smirk.

“Alex was my friend. He was Jack’s friend!” Hayley continued. “So I’m having a hard time believing that he was on a covert mission to sabotage the search.”

“I don’t have a hard time believing it at all, Hayley. Do you know where I first met Alex?” I paused, but didn’t expect her to respond. Her eyes avoided mine, which suggested she knew the answer. “On the range, hunting urchins for sport.”

Reyes growled. “Well, if I had known that, his death would’ve been bloodier and a whole lot more painful.” 

She looked out at the river, her lips tightening, and then turned back to us. “You have to understand that it was a different world then. There were... pressures on us to conform. I know a lot of soldiers who hunted on the range but who never once raised a gun at a human being. Their presence there was just for show, to appease General Powell.”

“Were you one of them?” Reyes asked in a quiet voice.

She met his eyes briefly, and I was sure I saw something flicker there. Shame? Remorse? But it was gone just as quickly as it had come. “I avoided the range. No matter what Powell said, it went against my ethics.” She pointed to the stripes on her military uniform. “I wear these stripes with pride.”

“There were no pressures to elect Powell into the new government, and yet there he sits,” I said. “I can assure you no one from the Pit voted for him.”

The angry contempt returned to her face. “Look, I don’t know why Powell was elected, and FYI, I can’t change the past. But we’re getting off topic. You and I were discussing how we go about trusting each other to find a mutual friend.” She snorted in disgust and stood. “I’m giving you the opportunity to join the official, government-backed search for Senator Kenner. But it’s just like you people to complain that it’s not good enough!”

Reyes was on his feet in a flash, his eyes blazing down on Hayley. “You’re giving us the opportunity? Well, it would be the first damn thing a bourge ever gave anyone!”

Summer and I stood, but we didn’t interfere. Reyes was an imposing, threatening figure who would make the average man think twice about challenging him. But Hayley didn’t back down. This was the fearless girl who Jack had fondly described to me.

Hands on hips, she returned his glare. “Excuse me? We gave you a place inside the Dome to ride out a nuclear storm. Shared our food, water, and supplies. And even after we fulfilled our side of the treaty, we’re still giving you security, food, and houses.” She directed that last word at me.

Reyes’ eyes jerked wide open, and his lips parted in a look of shock. “You gave us a place inside the Dome? More like you forced us into slavery!” 

Summer and I stood poised and ready to break up a fistfight if it came to that. 

“We didn’t make you do anything! Your people signed a damn treaty—a treaty that contracted you to do your part in maintaining the only habitable place on earth.” She threw her hands up in question. “What? Did you think it was going to be a free ride? We all had a job in keeping the Dome going.”

As much as my blood boiled listening to her, I knew it was the same propaganda that the Holt regime had fed everyone in the Dome. Before Jack escaped to the Pit with me, he fully believed those twisted lies too. Most people in the Dome lived in blissful ignorance of the conditions in the Pit. The truth was, very few people from the Dome ever set foot down there. Only guards and, on occasion, military soldiers if we became too riotous. The stories that circulated among Domers about the Pit were just that: stories. They were nothing more than fables to ease their collective conscience. 

“Really?” Reyes said in a threatening manner. “If all you bourge had ‘jobs,’ why is it you have to take our jobs now that we’re out of the Dome? You were there. You saw that only bourge were hired for the coalmine.”

She let out a huff and threw her hands up in the air. “What are you talking about? You were hired. You’re from the Pit.”

“No,” he said with a scornful look. “I was not one of the scabs from the Pit who betrayed his own people by taking a job to train bourge how to mine.”

She looked confused. “But I thought—”

“I know exactly what you thought.” He reached out a hand and brushed the stripes on her shoulder. “I may not have cute little stripes on my uniform like you, but that doesn’t make me any less official. And if your people haven’t already found out exactly how proud we are to wear it, then they soon will. Because, as you’ve pointed out, all the Pit has ever done is take. It’s high time we gave back what we were given.”

The shock of what he’d said hit me like a physical assault. A shot of adrenaline coursed through me, bringing with it a kind of surreal numbness. Did Reyes just say what I think he had? I looked at Hayley and Summer. They were staring at him too.

I stepped closer to him. “What are you saying, Reyes?” He suddenly straightened in an attempt to regain his composure. “Tell me the Pit isn’t making a move against the bourge.”

Hayley looked from Reyes to me. “Are you telling me Alex was right? That the Pit plans to start a war?”

Reyes bit his bottom lip and directed an apologetic look at me. “We needed you out of the way.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-One
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Jack

––––––––
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Fadi gave me a hard shove into the shed, and I staggered a few steps before I caught my balance. I rounded on him, intent on slamming my foot into his face, but the shed door banged shut. I kicked the door instead. I was done with the mind games. My friends were in a hole. A goddamn hole in the ground! What kind of person did that to another human being? And what the hell purpose did it serve?

The rational part of my brain—the part that wasn’t in control and that frankly I didn’t want to hear from—offered up the answer: brainwashing. It was a commonly used military tactic to control soldiers. Physical activity combined with sleep deprivation led to disorientation and loss of awareness. Add to that the horror and claustrophobia of spending the night in the ground, and it could do some serious mental damage. 

And now that I thought about it, Ryder’s men had been using a host of brainwashing techniques on us. Like keeping us dehydrated during the trip so that we were physically weak and mentally preoccupied with water. Making me live like a prisoner while tempting me with the rewards of living an obedient life. 

A muffled cry in the corner reminded me I wasn’t alone in the shed. As I surfaced back to reality, I became aware that the sound of my labored breathing was loud in the little room. I looked over my shoulder at the little bundle in the corner, and big round wet eyes stared back at me. I was scaring her. Closing my eyes, I took a moment to get my breathing under control. I just wanted to get my hands on Ryder and wring his neck.

“Want to see my trick again?” I asked in a voice so calm I actually wondered if it came from me. My entire body vibrated with rage and the need to retaliate for Ryan being discarded as cat food, for the people who were chopped up and fed to the bears, for the women and children who were raped and tortured, and for my friends who were spending the night in a hole. I forced a smile on my face and turned around to look at Annie. She stared back at me. I worked my bound hands from behind my back to the front. “Ta-da,” I said, wiggling my fingers.

Her tears stopped coming so fast, and she sniffed. I sat down on the floor and leaned against the wall so I wouldn’t tower over her. “So, Annie,” I began, and she gave me a weird look. “Is Annie your name?”

She shook her head.

“What’s your name?”

She was silent. For the first time, I noticed that the branded cross on her cheek looked a little too red. Then I remembered she had been sweating during the day. 

“Mine’s Jack.” I waited for her to tell me her name. She didn’t. “Is your mom or dad in the city here too?” 

She nodded. Progress. 

“Have you seen them since you got here?” 

She shook her head. 

“You miss them, don’t you?” 

More tears accompanied by a sob. 

I would’ve tried to comfort her, but she was still afraid of me. “I miss my mom and dad too. And my wife. I miss her a lot.” A lump sprang to my throat as I said it, and I found myself blinking back tears. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I inconspicuously blotted them away. “Her name is Sunset, and she’s really pretty and really brave. You know what color her hair is?”

She was looking at me, her expression still wary, but the tears had stopped. 

“Red,” I said. Her eyes opened bigger. “I know, right? Who has red hair? But that’s why her mom called her Sunset. You see, where my wife and I come from, we never had the chance to see a real sunset, or any sun at all, until just last year. You know why?” 

She shook her head, her rapt attention now on me.

I made a show of looking around and then whispered. “It’s a secret.” She nodded. “Because we were born and raised inside a mountain. We believed the world outside our mountain was still too dangerous to live in after the War. Last year was the first time anyone left our Dome.”

Her mouth parted slightly as she watched me. “For real?” she asked.

It was a small victory, but a victory nonetheless. I might not be able to rescue my friends, but I could at least ease the fears of a little girl. “For real.”

The shed door opened, startling us both. Annie, or whatever her name was, recoiled farther back into the corner. I jumped to my feet. Fadi and Amos were at the door, Amos carrying a tray of food and Fadi a knife—presumably in case I caused trouble. 

I appealed to Fadi. “I need some boiled water and a clean cloth.” I motioned to Annie. “Her face is getting infected.”

“I’ll ask,” Fadi said.

Amos set the tray on the shed floor and nudged it toward me with his boot. They shut the door and slammed the lock in place. I wanted to turn to Annie and tell her not to be afraid, that the men wouldn’t hurt her while I was around. But I couldn’t promise her that because I was just as vulnerable as she was. The need to protect her was overwhelming, and yet I couldn’t do that any more than I could rescue my friends. It was tearing me apart. 

And as I looked at her tiny little figure, curled into a fetal position in the corner, I knew exactly why Ryder had “given” her to me. Goddamn him.

“You have to eat, okay, Annie?” My hands were tied, so I used my foot to slide the tray across the floor to her. “Wait, Annie isn’t your name. You still haven’t told me.” I sat down again, this time closer to her. She didn’t move away.

She swallowed hard as she looked at the food. The steam coming from the hot food warmed the little shed and filled it with spicy aromas. I was happy to see the white, flaky meat of fish next to the vegetables. 

“Teegan,” she said in her small voice.

Despite my mood, I was able to muster a big smile for her. “That’s a pretty name. I like it.”

She swiped the back of her hand against her damp cheek but jerked it away as soon as it came in contact with her burn. “Not as pretty as Sunset,” she said.

“I think it’s just as pretty.” I nudged the tray closer to her.

Finally she reached for the food, tore off a piece of bread, and used it as a spoon. I reached for my own plate and ate my meal with as much decorum as I could with my wrists tied together. Teegan didn’t seem to mind my lack of manners, though. To keep her talking, I asked her some questions about her family while we ate, not really listening to the answers. I was too preoccupied with thoughts of escape and revenge. Tomorrow I would have to play it cool, let Ryder think all this brainwashing was actually working and he was winning me over. I needed to convince him to take me on a tour of the plastic factory so I could find a shiv, cut these damn plastic ties off my wrists, and find a way out of this shed. Easier said than done, I knew. 

We had barely finished our meal when the door opened again. The woman who had stood over me while I bathed came in carrying a basket in one hand and a lit lantern in the other. Fadi and Amos came in behind her. Without a word, she knelt down in front of Teegan, took the girl’s face in one hand, and shone the light on her cheek. She made a clucking noise when she saw how red it was.

“This is bad and maybe too far gone. Why didn’t you tell someone about it?” she asked the girl in a harsh voice.

Tears welled up in Teegan’s eyes. 

“Maybe because you people scare the hell out of her,” I said. 

Fadi kicked my foot. “Never speak to one of Father Ryder’s wives without permission.”

The woman glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, upper lip curled. Ignoring me, she set about cleaning Teegan’s burn and applied a salve. It took only a few minutes, and then she was packing up her basket and leaving. As soon as the door was closed, Teegan burst into tears.

I reached for her, silently cursing my tied wrists. “Are you okay? Of course you’re not okay. Does it hurt more?”

She nodded her head. “It really hurts!” she cried. 

“Come here,” I said, gently tugging her arm. “Let me see. I promise I won’t touch it.”

She complied, raising her cheek for me to take a look. Her show of trust wasn’t lost on me. True to my word, I didn’t touch it, but I couldn’t really see it either. It was dark in the shed, but the salve Ryder’s wife had applied was milky white and looked suspiciously like devil’s blood. I wondered if she used the poison as a sedative, in which case it wouldn’t help the infection, it would only put Teegan to sleep.

“Is it the stuff she put on it that’s hurting?” I asked.

She nodded. “It stings.”

There were no sterile pads available, and I didn’t want to use my dirty shirt to wipe it off. My cup of water from dinner was still untouched, though. A little awkwardly, I picked up the cup with my bound hands and gripped it tightly. “Lie down and I’ll rinse it off, okay?” 

She gave me a dubious look, but laid her head on the floor with her cheek raised to me. “Put your hand over your eyes,” I said. Once her eyes were protected, I rinsed off as much of the salve as I could. The water was cold, so I knew it would have a soothing effect. “Better?” I asked when I was out of water. 

She nodded, even though she was still crying. “A little.”

Our blankets from the night before were right where she’d left them in the morning, and I picked them up and tried to wrap them around her, but with my wrists tied together it was difficult. She took the blankets from me, pulled them around herself, and then surprised me when she nestled her bony frame against my side. I shifted to lean against the wall and get comfortable for a while. 

“Can you tell me about your mountain?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to think of what to say. “It’s a pretty cool place, I guess. Although the whole time I lived inside I wished I could go outside.”

She turned her face up to look at me. “How did you see? Wasn’t it dark in there?”

I grinned. The stuff I took for granted growing up were unbelievable wonders to people who had never seen that kind of technology. “It was never dark inside the Dome. We have electricity—do you know what that is?” She shook her head. “It’s a power source that lets us run things like artificial lights, replicators, televisions, computers, anything we need power for.”

She yawned. “What are those things?”

Knowing she was tired, I raised my bound hands and she ducked under my arm to lay her head on my chest. As she snuggled against me, I felt her heartbeat, which was as tiny and fragile as she looked. Silently, I cursed Ryder again. 

“Well, replicators are machines that make things—anything we want, really. They make clothes, building supplies, weapons, televisions.”

“What are televisions?” she asked in a slow, sleepy voice.

“It’s a big screen where we can watch shows and movies that were filmed before the War.”

“Movies?”

“Hmm...that’s hard to explain. Did you ever pretend you were someone else? Like playing make-believe with your sister or a friend?” She nodded. “Movies and TV shows are kind of like that. They’re stories someone made up and other people act them out. It’s recorded so anyone can watch it.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“I’ve never made a movie, but they are fun to watch.” A cold draft whistled through a crack, and I pulled the blanket snugly around her. “We use the big screens to play video games too, which I personally think are way more fun than movies. My brother Ted and I always played them. I liked games of strategy best because I always beat Ted. In fact, I wrote my own game a few years ago with over twenty levels to get through, and last time I saw Ted he was still trying to make it past level fifteen.” I laughed at the memory, suddenly missing my brother a lot. “Ted always beat me at simulator games, though. You need fast reflexes and coordination for those. He was such a whiz on the aircraft simulator at school that he was chosen to train as a pilot for our air force—” And then it hit me. That whirring, whooping mechanical sound I had heard. 

Was Ted out looking for me?
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Sunny

––––––––
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Something inside me snapped. The agony of losing Jack, my anxiety over being pregnant, the exhaustion that went with it, worry over Summer’s addiction, and putting up with the tension between Reyes and me all coalesced into one giant storm. I didn’t know emotional overload could send the human body into shock, but I trembled with it from the tips of my toes all the way up to the roots of my hair. My teeth felt ready to crack from clamping them so tight, but I couldn’t seem to loosen my jaw. I felt ready to explode. 

And then I did explode. Hurling myself at Reyes, with both hands outstretched like battering rams, I hit his chest with all the blunt force the suit could give me. He flew backward several feet, landed on his butt, and skidded to a stop. I went after him.

“Sunny,” he said, gesturing for me to stop. “Calm down.”

“Calm down?” I repeated. “You lied to me. You betrayed me again. And you’re part of a plan to start a war. Get up!” 

He didn’t move. “Nope. I’m not going to fight you.”

“Was Doc in on this?” The thought turned the heaviness in my chest to a crushing force. Breathing became difficult under its weight, and I felt myself starting to hyperventilate. I kicked his leg. “Get up!” I kicked him again and finally got a rise out of him, but Summer was pulling me back.

“Stop,” she yelled at me. 

Reyes got up, and I yanked my arm out of Summer’s grasp and took another run at him. Reyes was ready for me this time. 

“She’s pregnant!” Summer shouted.

His arms snaked out toward me. I blocked his blows and struck out at him, but he backed up, and I lost my balance. He grabbed me roughly by my shoulders before I stumbled, his eyes shooting daggers. “A baby? Is that your special cargo?” 

His tone was laced with malice, his body tense with anger, but behind it all there was a glimmer of hurt in his eyes. A bit of my rage died when I saw it—a very little bit—but enough to snap me out of my blind fury. On some level I could handle the knowledge that Reyes had been duping me. Even though I didn’t like being betrayed, it wasn’t the first time he had done it. But to know that everyone, Doc included, had deceived me was more than I could handle.

I was suddenly conscious that we had drawn a crowd, Jin-Sook the only one missing. A quick check assured me she was safe by the fire, asleep. The fight drained out of me as I turned my focus back on Reyes.

Balling my hands into fists, I tried to get my trembling under control. “Why?” I asked, irritated by my shaky voice. “Why did you need me out of the way? Why was I ostracized from my own militia?” A tear slipped down my cheek, and I swiped it away with an angry fist. God, I hated crying when I was mad. “I’ve done everything I can for my people. I’ve spent every single day for ten months studying at the Academy, learning bourge ways, spending countless numbers of hours combat training, and then at the end of the day I put on this uniform,” I yelled, using my index finger to jab at my chest, “to teach our militia everything I learned—”

“You did not do all that for us!” Reyes shouted. “You did it for your bourge husband. You did it for you. You did it because you wanted peace. But don’t you ever say it was for us!”

I drew my brows together, remembering our heated discussion the other night when he had accused me of walking away from my own people. Is this what he’d meant? “Who do you think I wanted peace for?”

Reyes raised his chin and looked me in the eye. “The Pit doesn’t want peace. We want justice.”

“Oh,” I said in mock understanding. I fought the urge to hug my arms to stop my trembling and instead crossed them over my chest. “So you’re starting a war of justice?” I leaned in closer to him and returned his stare. “And are you declaring war on all bourge? Or do you intend to pick and choose who dies?” Reyes rolled his eyes. “You think that’s a stupid question? Okay. Let me rephrase it. Are you going to kill everyone from the Dome who helped free the Pit? How about Zach, here?” I said, pointing to him. “Yeah, he suffered at the hands of Holt, probably even more than you and I did, but he’s a bourge and deserves to die, right? And what about Hayley?” I unholstered my gun and held it out to him. “Go ahead. Kill them.”

Hayley and her soldiers drew their weapons. Admittedly, it was a gutsy move, and the only reason I made it was because I didn’t believe Reyes would hurt them. Especially Hayley. Something was going on between them, and he confirmed that suspicion when he shot a quick glance in her direction. 

Ignoring my proffered gun, he said, “You know that’s not our intention.”

I remembered Doc had said something about assassinations. Is that what they had planned? “It may not be your intention, but the outcome will be the same. War. And in war, no one gets to choose who lives or dies.”

Reyes snorted derisively, stepped forward, and pointed a finger at me. “For almost three hundred years, the bourge happily chose who lived or died in the Pit. Or are you so wrapped up in your new life that you’ve forgotten your old one?”

Our eyes locked as we silently acknowledged our shared past. Not the bickering or the failed romance, but our history together. Cleaning up a bloody nose, kissing bruises that never seemed to go away, bandaging broken ribs, and our constant reassurances that our lives were not worthless. That we were not worthless. It was always our worst days when we dreamed the hardest and talked the longest about a life outside the Pit, and the idea of a better future was enough to keep us going from one day to the next.

Until it wasn’t.

At some point Reyes had stopped dreaming. He’d stopped hoping for a better future and concentrated on hating the one he had. That’s when he turned mean.

“I remember every single day, Reyes. So I very much resent your accusation that I walked away from the Pit after the doors were opened. I’m doing everything within my power to build a better future for all of us because, unlike you, I haven’t stopped dreaming. I’m still filled with hope.” I thought of my little guy. I have to be.

He huffed a curt laugh. “I haven’t stopped dreaming, Sunny. I’m not a hundred percent cynical... yet. But unlike you,” he said mockingly, “I’ve realized that sitting around hoping doesn’t get me anywhere. Sometimes you have to destroy whatever’s in the way of your dreams in order to make room for them.”

He finished our conversation by walking away.
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Everybody was up and breaking camp before the sun even made an appearance. Hayley had scheduled her soldiers to take shifts throughout the night to keep watch, and I was willing to bet she’d given them special instructions to watch us in particular. We kept our own watch as well. It’s not that I was afraid of Hayley killing us in our sleep, but more like a fear of being thrown to the wolves if they happened to surround our camp. It had made for an uncomfortable, tense night made worse by Reyes’ brooding, my sulkiness, and our goal to avoid each other.

Yet the night before we had all managed—urchin, bourge and heathens—to overcome our unease with each other long enough to work out a plan. With Alex and Sims gone, there were two extra bikes. Eli said that he was beginning to worry that we would end up passing the recruiters if we continued traveling on the river, so we made the decision to switch to land, which elicited a whoop of joy from Summer. It would also give us the opportunity to pick up their trail in case they were still in the vicinity. Our search party was about to get smaller since Hayley was sending two soldiers to escort Wilcox back to the Dome. She said it was because he needed to be reported for his crimes, but I was pretty sure that was just a ruse to send word back to the Dome about an urchin uprising. Although from what Reyes said last night, a confrontation was most likely already underway. I thought of my mother and prayed it wasn’t.

In the morning we were a somber group once again, although some of the tension was gone since we each had a task to focus on. Reyes and Eli deflated the raft, Summer tended to Jin-Sook, and I filled the water flasks. I felt a little guilty for not being the one to help Jin, since she and I were good friends. But Summer had sensed that I didn’t feel like being with people and had volunteered. She was acting sheepish around me, and I was pretty sure it was because she was feeling bad about blurting out my secret. I didn’t blame her, though. She’d acted out of genuine concern and, to be honest, might have done me a favor. I hadn’t realized how much of my energy was being consumed with anxiety over what other people would think or the fear of my secret being exposed. Now that it wasn’t a secret, I had nothing to fear. And somehow the acknowledgement of his existence had made my little guy seem more real. It had given him presence. 

I wasn’t proud of my blowup, but I felt lighter and more in control in its aftermath. I hadn’t realized what an emotional bomb I was until Reyes detonated me. A lot of pent-up emotions were released last night, and with my emotional load lightened I had gained clarity. My anger didn’t seem so frustratingly pointless anymore. It had direction now: Doc, Leisel Holt, Malcolm West, General Powell. Me. I understood why Reyes would think that I had walked away from the Pit. Through my own self-deprecating assumptions, I hadn’t recognized that I was part of the power struggle. But as one of the founding members of the Alliance, the wife of a prominent senator, and now the head of the Pit militia, I was very much involved. I was finally realizing that I had influence.

The thing that frustrated me the most was why there even had to be a power struggle. We were no longer stuck inside the Dome, constrained by limited resources. Even with our need to protect ourselves against the elevated levels of radiation in water and food supplies, there was still more than enough to go around. So this power struggle wasn’t about controlling limited resources; it was just about control. Although it rubbed me the wrong way to admit it, Reyes had another point about the need to get rid of obstacles in order to make way for the future. Maybe democracy wasn’t the answer, because our current government was beginning to act too much like the old. 

Footsteps sounded behind me, snapping me out of my thoughts. I didn’t need to turn around to see who it was. Between his familiar gait and hulking shadow, I knew it was Reyes. 

“Everything’s packed and ready to go,” Reyes said in a flat voice.

I was still squatting at the river’s edge, filling our water flasks. “You don’t have to come. You can go back and join your war,” I said without turning around to look at him. The water finished percolating through the last flask, and I capped it. Gathering up the other flasks, I stood and faced him.

His sunglasses were already covering his eyes against the morning sun, so it was difficult to read him. He shrugged one shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

Those two words surprised me. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard them come out of Reyes Crowe’s mouth before. Now I really did wish his eyes weren’t covered so I could see if the sentiment was genuine. 

A flask started to slip, and I had to shift to keep it from falling. “For what exactly? Do you even know?” 

Reyes took a couple of the flasks from my arms. “Look, you know how much I hate talking about touchy-feely crap, so I’ll just say this: when you offered me a gun to just point-blank shoot someone in the head, it made me think.”

I couldn’t help it, but a corner of my mouth jerked up into a lopsided smile. 

“For the record, I didn’t say anything about shooting them in the head,” I said and handed him the rest of the flasks to carry. We walked toward the bikes. “I’ll admit you had a point too. If the old regime remains in government, then moving toward a new future isn’t going to come without a fight. But there has to be a better way than starting another war. Too many people have already died, Reyes.”

He stopped walking to look at me. “If you find a better way, you’ll have my support, but make no mistake, Sunny, I will never be a slave again. And if I do have to pick up a gun to fight for that, I will.”

I nodded in understanding—and total agreement.

We made our way to where the others were loading the bikes with gear. I volunteered to take Jin-Sook, but Reyes insisted he take her. She was on painkillers and her midsection was bound with bandages, so it was going to be difficult for her to remain upright on the bike. Reyes made a broader, stronger backrest. She sat on the bike in front of him, bow slung in front of her and quiver hanging to the side. We stowed her leather food pouch and water skin in Reyes’ pack.

Summer and I shared a bike, and Hayley insisted that Eli, our skilled guide, ride with her. Of course, she assumed the lead. Zach and the other soldier, whose name badge said Jonas, took up the rear. The ride up the ridge was bumpy, steep, and uncomfortable with two people on a bike, but the path smoothed out at the top. With our vehicles set to solar, we rode through the woods in relative silence. 

Hayley led us back to where she had lost the recruiters’ trail the day before. The ground was marred by a lot of tracks seemingly going in three different directions, so I understood how they had become confused. However, Eli showed us the difference between tracks gouged by the full, heavier carts and those shallower ones left by empty carts. He explained that the shallower tracks were made by hunting parties breaking away from the main group to go in search of stragglers and would wind back around to rejoin the main group. Hayley cursed herself when she realized just how much time she had wasted on the maze. 

Once we’d established the main trail, we ignored the breakaways. It was a long day of travel, but at least we made excellent time.

The trail eventually descended down the mountain and took us into the foothills. It was there that we found Ryan.
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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Jack

––––––––
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Half my night was spent working my muscles, the other half I allowed myself a few hours of sleep. When the first rays of the morning sun streamed through the cracks of the shed walls, I awoke to a lucidity I hadn’t felt in a while. My thoughts were organized, clear, and concise, and my body tingled with renewed strength. Today wasn’t like yesterday or even the day before. Today, I had a purpose; I needed to convince Ryder to give me a tour of his plastic factory so I could steal a weapon. I hadn’t worked out all the details of how I was going to escape, but I knew time was running out. If the hole I was digging was any indication, I would soon be spending my nights underground, hands tied, with a plastic grate caging me in. Add a few armed guards to that scenario and chances of escape were slim.

Was it better to attempt escape during the day or night? Daytime was problematic because I didn’t know where Naoki and Talon were being kept; although if an opportunity to escape presented itself, I’d take it. I would just find somewhere to hide until nightfall and then use a little stealth to take out the guards and spring everyone from detention. But I also had to think about Teegan. I knew Ryder was using her to coerce me, yet knowing that didn’t seem to lessen my protective feelings for her. The burn on her cheek didn’t look any worse, but it didn’t look any better either. And after watching Ryan suffer from infection, I couldn’t bear the thought of her going through that kind of pain.  

“Teegan,” I said gently. Her head rested on my chest, her mouth open and a little drool trickling out. “Teegan,” I said again, louder. She stirred. “Time to wake up.”

She drew in a deep breath, opened her eyes, and looked up at me. She almost seemed startled, but after a quick glance around the shed she relaxed. Disoriented, I thought. 

“They’re going to come for us soon, and when you get back to the kitchen I want you to ask that lady to clean your cheek with clean water again, okay? But ask her not to put the salve on it.”

She sat up straighter and pushed her disheveled hair away from her eyes. “Okay,” she said in a sleepy voice.

“Is it still sore?” 

She nodded. Her eyes filled with tears. “Do you think I’ll get to see my mom today?”

It was a heartbreaking question and one I couldn’t answer. “I don’t know, honey. I wish I did.”

I shifted away from her to maneuver my hands behind me again, and then we leaned back against the wall until they came for us. As we waited, I strained to hear the regular sounds of morning activity. A door being opened, distant voices coming from the direction of the commons, two females talking in low voices over by the big house. Last night had been a lot quieter, and it had allowed me to hear the person guarding our shed. Only one person, I was positive. If I ended up escaping at night, the element of surprise could work in my favor.

I blinked against the morning sun when they opened our door. Usually they gave us breakfast and time to eat it, but Fadi motioned with his head for us to come out. I wondered just how pissed Ryder was this morning after my fit of rage last night and what kind of punishment I could expect. We left the shed and headed toward the house, Teegan clutching my hand despite them being bound. Fadi’s eyes glanced down at the contact, and a smile curved his lips. It only confirmed my suspicion that Teegan was being used as a form of emotional blackmail. 

We went through our familiar routine of leading me to Ryder’s office and then untying my hands. Ryder sat in his usual spot behind the table, his charismatic smile gleaming broadly. I wasn’t so sure that was a good sign. 

“How are you feeling this morning, Jack?” Ryder asked as he waved me into a chair. 

Were we going to keep up the cat-and-mouse game? Carry on as if I hadn’t called him every name I could think of? Fought my captors and told them they were all nuts? It was going to be difficult to keep up the pretense after I had been so honest. Suddenly declaring that I wanted to join his community and have free range was going to seem a little obvious. “Fine,” I said with a hint of disdain. 

He frowned. “You’re still upset.”

“Of course I’m upset. I’m concerned for my friends.”

Ryder tented his fingers and looked at me pensively. “How did you come to meet the Ajuns?”

“I would think that a well-read man like yourself would know the word is pronounced Asian.”

“Force of habit. My apologies.” He placed his hands on the table in front of him and leaned on his forearms. “You become a bigger mystery every day, Jack. You see, I hadn’t realized how close you are with those two until your outburst last night. You really care about them.”

I shrugged, wondering what the revelation was. “I told you they’re my friends.”

“Yes, but I assumed that you became friends during your trip here.” He pursed his lips for a moment and then continued. “I had a more in-depth chat with Ralph last night. He seems to think you’re from the scorchedlands, but I’m wondering how a scorchedlander ended up with a group of Asians.”

For him even to ask that question told me he assumed there was a particular world order: Ajuns lived with Ajuns, scorchedlanders with scorchedlanders, and Daemon’s people to the north. Divided they were easier to conquer; united they posed a threat. I believed Ryder was scared.

“If I tell you everything, will you stop torturing them?” I asked. If I eased his mind, maybe he would be more amenable to my request of a tour of the plastic factory.

Ryder huffed out a laugh. “This isn’t a negotiation, Jack. I’m telling you I want the truth.” He thumped a finger on the table. “I want to know where you got that rifle and the clothes, why your burn healed, and why you’re keeping company with Asians.”

I put up my hands as if in defeat. “I tried to tell you from the beginning, but you wouldn’t listen. Are you ready to hear the truth now?” 

He set his mouth in a thin line and leaned back in his chair. “Are you going to tell me about your advanced civilization again? Because I’m done with that, Jack.”

“The first time you asked where I got the clothes, I told you I found them. You didn’t believe me, so I made something up. The truth is that I found them about a year ago in an old collapsed building. They were in a plastic bin and well preserved. Shortly after I found them, Naoki captured me and took me back to his people.”

Ryder jerked forward. “His people?” he asked, eyebrows raised. 

I nodded. 

“How many?”

“They have a settlement of about twenty, give or take a few.”

“Why did you stay with them? Why didn’t they kill you?”

“Because they’re peaceful people. They only captured me because I had a gun and they thought I was a threat. When they realized the gun didn’t even work, they let me go.”

“Why did you stay?”

I tried to keep the smile off my face. This was going exactly the way I wanted it to. “There was a girl—a really pretty girl. And I had no place else to go.”

“She’s your wife now?” 

I nodded. 

“Ralph tells me she got away.”

I shrugged, raising my hands in an I don’t know gesture. “I was knocked out from the devil’s blood, so I only know what Hollywood told me.”

He touched his own cheek while looking at mine. “And your burn?”

“All my life I’ve healed quickly. I don’t know why,” I said, then paused and arranged my features into a serious expression. “Although now that I’m learning about your gods and all this poison running through our veins, I wonder if you’re on to something.”

Ryder laughed mockingly. “You think you’re a chosen one?”

“Me? No. It’s probably just coincidence I ended up here, in your city.” Ryder’s eyebrows shot up, but I continued before he could say anything. “But I did give some thought last night to joining your community.”

“You were very angry last night.”

“Naoki and Talon are my friends, and I don’t want to see them harmed. I’m sure if you asked them, they would be interested in joining your city too.”

Ryder shook his head. “I told you, Jack, they make people nervous.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “And I have a better use for them.”

I managed to maintain a stoic expression. “Which is?”

“I’ll instruct Ralph to take them back to where he found them so they can lead him to their people. I’d like to know more about this settlement.”

Not what I was expecting, but not a bad scenario either. It would get them out of the city and headed home. But if it meant being tied up in the back of a wagon and kept in a constant state of dehydration, that wasn’t good. We barely survived the first trip. In fact, Ryan didn’t.

“I’ll go too. I can lead them to where I found the clothes and rifle,” I said.

“No, Jack, you’ll stay here with me. I want to know more about this ability of yours to heal so quickly.” 

A knock came on the door, interrupting our conversation. Teegan and one of Ryder’s pregnant wives entered, each with a tray of food. They had reapplied the milky salve to Teegan’s face. I could tell she was in a lot of pain, but she was conscious, which led me to believe the salve wasn’t devil’s blood after all. 

“Thank you, Annie,” I said as she placed breakfast in front of me. She looked at me with those round, vulnerable eyes, and my heart broke a little bit. Ryder’s wife shooed her back to the kitchen.

Two raw eggs cracked over flat bread sat on my plate. Same thing as yesterday. Since I was no longer starving, I had to force myself to eat it. 

Ryder dipped his bread in the raw egg, put it in his mouth, and chewed slowly as he regarded me. “You’re becoming fond of the girl,” he said. His eyes gleamed in satisfaction.

I drew my brows together. “Fond?” I asked in disbelief. “She’s a bratty little kid who won’t stop sniffling unless I’m nice to her. It’s the only way I can get any sleep at night.” I shot a quick glance at him to see his reaction. I doubted he believed me. I changed the subject. “Since I’m thinking about staying, I was wondering if I could get a tour of your city.”

Ryder frowned slightly and tilted his head from side to side, as if weighing the pros and cons of my request. “Why do you want a tour? What difference would it make to your decision?”

I motioned toward the bookcase. “I think thermal depolymerization is pure genius. I’m really interested in learning how it’s done.”

He finished his breakfast and pushed his plate away. “Why not, Jack. Consider it a reward for your honesty. However, until your friends return with confirmation of this Asian settlement you’ve spoken about, your access to this community will continue to be limited.”

***
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When Dena had told me about Ryder and his recruiters, the mental image it had conjured up was some head honcho backed by a group of thugs kidnapping good, innocent folk, forcing them to be soldiers, and making them fight against an unseen enemy thousands of miles to the north. It hadn’t occurred to me that recruiting was actually a lucrative industry and that most new recruits would welcome the opportunity to join Ryder’s community. In a sparsely inhabited, lawless world where predators roamed—both animal and human—belonging to a pack was attractive. If you could swallow his twisted religion, live by his rules, and avoid castration, Ryder’s community offered a safe haven. 

Ryder gave me a personal tour of his city with, of course, Fadi and Amos flanking me at all times. The compound was about the size of one of the city blocks I’d seen in the old city we’d come through to get here. If I compared it to the biodome, the footprint was about the same size, but the Dome had several levels of living space stacked on top of each other and several levels below that made up the Pit. Still, Ryder’s compound was large enough to house a few thousand people.

At the opposite end of the plastic factory, on the southside, were training facilities and, of all things, a bear nursery. I had thought it was odd when I first saw bears pulling the wagons, but I hadn’t really thought about where the animals came from. It made sense that the bears would be bred and raised to perform the task. Errant or uncooperative animals were killed, their meat consumed, and their hides used for winter clothing. 

The training facility was an open area, with targets set up for archery and knife wielding and a smaller area to practice hand-to-hand combat. Ryder allowed me only a few minutes to watch the recruits train, but it was enough time for me to glean that emphasis was placed on weapons. The trainers demonstrating hand-to-hand were slow and uncoordinated. Scanning the area, I looked for Naoki and Talon but didn’t see them. 

We made our way from the southside, through the residential area, past the commons, until at last we came to the plastic factory, the one building I was actually interested in. Ryder took me to the production side of the factory first, the side with the stone stove and steaming pots. I didn’t really care about this side. I wanted to be where the workers used knives to whittle plastic into shards. 

Ryder greeted each worker by name, stopping to inquire about family members and give thanks to the gods. The air trapped under the slanted roof was hot and acrid with the smell of chemicals. It was nauseating. Yet I could tell by the looks on the workers’ faces that they loved this man and worked there willingly. 

He introduced me. “This is Jack Kenner. He’s interested in how we make our plastic products.”

One of the workers stepped forward. “Not much to tell really. Different plastics have different melting points, so we sort them over there,” he said, pointing to the pile of plastic on the other side, “and then chip them into smaller pieces. Some types of plastics get melted in the big oven.” He pointed to the large open fireplace. “And other types are melted on the stove. We’re experimenting a lot.” He invited me to look in one of the kettles.

Hands still tied behind my back, I stepped closer to the stone stove. The heat was intense, and the steam wafting out of the pot was thick with toxic fumes. Inside the hot kettle, plastic chips of every color were becoming viscous. 

“So it just melts down and then you mold it into something?” I asked. The process was kind of interesting, but I was still anxious to move on to the other side of production.

Ryder snorted. “What do you mean just melts down? No one else on the planet has come this far since the War.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.” I really didn’t want to upset him in case that would make him cancel the tour. Then the entire morning would have been a waste.

“That’s right, Jack. I forgot. You’re from an advanced society,” he said sarcastically. “This all must seem so simple to you.” He strode to a large vat off at the far end of the stove, picked up a protective oven glove, and took the lid off. “Can your people make this?”

I gave him a wary look as I approached, wondering if it was a trap of some kind. The pot contained a thick black slurry. I sniffed it. Oil.

“Plastics were made from oil, and now I’ve figured out how to extract that oil. It’s fuel, Jack. We’re about to enter a brand new industrial era, and my city is leading the way.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Sunny

––––––––
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Human bones were scattered all over the ground, well chewed and with only a few scraps of rotting flesh clinging to them. There wasn’t much left for the insects to fight over. And if it weren’t for his clothes, torn to shreds as they were, we never would have known it was Ryan. 

The contents of my stomach came burning up my throat, and I mentally screamed at myself to hurry up and stop heaving so I could take a better look. My heart was thumping with the thought that there might be more bones around... bones with synthetic material still clinging to them. Not even Doc’s nanobots could put Jack back together if he had been ripped apart and eaten. The thought only made me heave harder. 

Finally, I caught my breath and forced myself to start looking.

“He’s not here,” Hayley said. She took hold of my shoulders and shook me, forcing me to look at her. “Did you hear me? Jack’s not here.” 

The sun had already dipped low, casting long, dark shadows as late evening fell. It wasn’t exactly night, but it was getting dark. And Hayley’s eyes were of no use in the dark. “Are you sure?” 

“Positive,” she said. 

I looked to Reyes for confirmation. He could see in the dark. “Just one body, as far as I can tell,” he said.

Tears blurred my vision, and my knees went weak. Of all the people to catch me before I fell, it was Hayley. On some level, I didn’t want to be weak in front of her, and I knew it was weird that she was the one holding me, but my legs refused to listen to my brain and stand on their own. It was Jin-Sook’s uncontrollable sobbing that helped restore my strength. Ryan had been her friend and fellow Protector, and he lay scattered all over the ground. With a nod of thanks to Hayley, and went to Jin. She was leaning against the bike, holding her injured side, a look of horror-stricken grief marring her features. I threw my arms around her neck.

“Don’t look,” I whispered, even though I knew she already had.

“We have a big problem,” Eli called out. When I turned to look at him, he was getting his bow ready. He motioned to a pile of dung on the ground. “That’s fresh. There are tigers here. And where there are tigers, recruiters are not far.” 

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled, and I scanned the area looking for anything suspicious, but the uneven terrain provided a lot of hiding places. And then it happened so fast, it took my brain a second to catch up with what I’d seen. Two arrows flew out from seemingly nowhere. One hit Zach in the leg, and he went down gasping in pain. The other hit the ground two feet away from Hayley. Reyes jumped in front of Hayley just as two more projectiles careened through the air at us. One hit him in the chest and bounced off his suit. The other arrow hit the tree Eli had dove behind.

“Recruiters!” I yelled. 

Two more arrows came at us, and then two more. They’d used the same tactics when they’d shot me and took Jack and the others—sneaking up from behind and then hammering their prey relentlessly with projectiles tipped in some kind of sedative. The sense of déjà vu was unsettling. I pulled up my hood to protect my head, took out my gun, and surveyed the area. Jin-Sook was fumbling for her bow, standing on unsteady legs. Zach lay on the ground out cold with an arrow embedded in his leg. Eli crouched behind a tree, which really didn’t provide much cover. Jonas was getting on his bike. 

Two more arrows flew our way, and I tracked the direction they came from. I looked behind us for cover and spied a grouping of large boulders jutting out of the ground not far away. “Take cover,” I yelled, pointing to the rocks.

I leaned down and put my arm under Jin’s, and as soon as I did, an arrow thumped against my right buttock. Startled, I watched it fall to the ground, its wooden tip shattered by my exoskeleton. I shifted my body to completely cover Jin-Sook and half dragged, half carried her to the boulders, using my body as a shield.

Reyes had positioned himself between the archers and Hayley, and she struggled to get around him to face the recruiters. He picked her up and ran to us. Summer dragged Zach. Jonas took off on his bike. 

“I’ll go back for Eli,” Reyes said.

As soon as he left the cover of the boulders, three arrows flew at him. One missed, and the other two bounced harmlessly off his suit. Reyes picked up Eli and sprinted back behind the rocks, dodging incoming arrows as he went. Eli’s face was red, probably from the humiliation of being carried, but he thanked Reyes anyway.

“It’s almost dark,” Reyes said. “Do you think they’re as blind at night as the bourge?”

I smiled. “I say we walk right up to them and snatch the weapons out of their hands.”

Reyes flashed a smile. “Worth seeing the look on their faces, eh?”

“Are you people insane?” Hayley asked. “Let’s just shoot them from here!”

“From their position up on the ridge, they have the advantage,” I said. “Besides, they can’t hurt us. You saw that arrow bounce off Reyes, and the one that hit me splintered.”

Hayley’s eyes flicked over us. “What the hell are those suits made out of anyway?”

I had a sudden flashback to when I had to tell Jack about nanotechnology, right after I’d injected him with it. He’d told me it was just as mythical as aliens from outer space. Nothing more than an urban legend. But covering up the existence of nanotech was just one more lie—one more revision of history—by the Holt regime to protect their nuclear dominance. 

“We’ll talk about it later,” I said. “Right now we have to figure out exactly where they’re hiding on that ridge.” 

“There are usually two groups,” Eli said, his bow ready as his eyes darted in every direction behind us. “Men volunteer to go with recruiting parties in exchange for food and the chance to become a recruiter. They assist hunting parties as well as protect the caravan.”

“Maybe the three of us should do some scouting,” I said. 

“You read my mind,” Reyes said. 

“You think I’m just going to stay here and cover you?” Hayley asked in a harsh voice.

“You have an unconscious soldier to protect,” I said, motioning to Price. 

She looked at his vulnerable figure, clenched her teeth, and gave me a curt nod. She wasn’t happy about it, but she knew I was right. 

“I’ll try to draw their fire so you can figure out exactly where they are,” she said, taking the silencer off her weapon.

Jin-Sook sat up straighter, leaning against the boulder for support. She had an arrow nocked and ready to shoot at the first sign of movement. Even injured, she was more than capable of looking after herself, although I knew Eli would take care of her too.

“Ready?” Reyes asked. 

Summer nodded. 

I looked at Hayley. “Okay, let’s see if you can get a response from them.”

Using the boulder to keep the rifle steady, Hayley aimed and let off a round as we left the cover of the rocks for a nearby bush. The rat-a-tat-tat of the rifle rang out alarmingly loud in the quiet forest, and the sound of bullets ricocheting off rocks and tree trunks splintering sent my own rapid heartbeat into overdrive. As soon as Hayley stopped firing, a figure stood up and gave his position away. 

“There,” I said, pointing. The figure ducked back down. The twilight sky was quickly dimming, and I pulled the hood of my dark suit up over my head. “They won’t see us coming.”

“Let’s go,” Summer said. 

Reyes’ long legs carried him to the ridge faster than Summer or I could run. He was going to get there first, on his own, and we weren’t even sure how many we were up against. I wanted to shout at him to wait for us, but that would only alert the recruiters to our approach.  

Reyes scaled the outcropping in three bounds. I heard the recruiters’ muffled cries of surprise and saw a bow thrown up in the air. Summer and I scaled the rocks and found Reyes literally knocking two men’s heads together. A third man was taking a knife from his sheath, and a fourth made a break for it, yelling for someone named Kane. I was about to launch myself at the man with the knife when Summer shot him. He crumpled to the ground. The fourth man disappeared over the other side of the small ridge, and I went after him. 

Even though Eli had described the bear-drawn carts, that hadn’t prepared me for actually seeing one, and I faltered in my pursuit. The animals were enormous and making deep, throaty huffing noises. Their feet shifted nervously, as if they were trying to bolt, but they were harnessed to a crude wooden cart with big plastic wheels. I was willing to bet the gunfire had spooked them. 

Two men were with the cart, and when they saw their friend running down the hill, they ran to meet him. They hadn’t seen me yet. As I leaped after him, closing the distance quickly, Reyes sailed overhead. He hit the ground hard, rolling right into the two men and taking their feet out from under them. The man I was chasing stopped in his tracks, and then backed up right into me. Slowly he turned, wide-eyed, sweat glistening on his forehead and his mouth gaping open. His eyes found mine, and I could see the fear in them. A small, shallow part of me was elated. These people had ripped my life apart.

“Surprise,” I said.

He still had an arrow in his fist, and I wondered vaguely if it was his bow I had seen being thrown into the air. He pulled back his hand and took a stab at me. I blocked it and gave him a roundhouse kick to the gut, sending him sailing backward several feet, right into the edge of the wagon. His head snapped back, and then he slumped down onto the ground. He didn’t get back up.

The other two men were on the ground, and Reyes was administering a final kick to one of them. I turned around to look for Summer. She was sitting on a rock watching us and started clapping when she saw me looking at her. 

“Did we get them all?” I asked.

“I think so,” Reyes said.

“None left up there,” Summer called, thumbing behind her.

Reyes started walking toward me. “Let’s get back and let them know it’s all clear.”

“Not without that,” I said, pointing to the cart. “I have an idea.” 

***
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“Are you out of your mind, Sunshine?” Hayley yelled. 

Frustration nipped at me. Maybe it was because I was so used to the ease of working with Jack. When we talked, we gave each other ideas, not roadblocks. I filled my lungs with air, felt the pressure against my chest, and let it go. Disguising ourselves as recruiters to walk into Ryder’s city unnoticed was a good plan. We didn’t know where the men were being kept inside the city, or even if they were there, so we were going to have to ask around. 

“Do you have a better plan?” I asked.

“You mean better than walking right into Ryder’s city and getting ourselves killed?”

“No one in the Dome knew I wasn’t Leisel at the wedding until my veil was ripped off,” I said. “And Jack and I were able to convince you and everyone else that he was still the heir and I was just his mistress after we escaped the Dome.”

“Oh, c’mon. That was totally believable,” Hayley said.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m just saying that a good charade can work. All we need to do is act like we belong there.”

“It’s not a bad plan,” Eli said. “But I’m not sure about taking the animals all that way. We don’t know how to handle them.”

“We managed to get them over the ridge and bring them here,” I said. “They’re actually really quite gentle.”

“Why do we need the wagon when we have the recruiters’ clothes?” Reyes asked.

“You took their clothes?” Hayley asked, looking at each of us.

“I didn’t take them,” Reyes said. “Sunshine did.”

I shot him a warning look and turned back to Hayley. “Yeah, I took their clothes.” I waved a hand at our attire. “Do you think we’re going to get into the city unnoticed dressed like this?”

A distant, hissing growl echoed through the forest. We drew our weapons. The sound came again, and we all spun in a circle, searching our perimeter. 

“It doesn’t sound too close,” Hayley said.

“Jonas is out there,” I said.

Hayley clenched her jaw. “He shouldn’t have deserted.”

“But—” 

“He’s a soldier and knew better. I won’t endanger the success of our mission, or risk any one of us, because of his selfish stupidity,” Hayley said, cutting me off. The set of her face said the matter was closed.

The rest of us fell silent for a moment and exchanged glances. Her decision was harsh but not wholeheartedly unwarranted. At the first sign of danger, Jonas had turned his back on us to save himself. He’d driven right past his friend, Zach, lying on the ground with an arrow in his leg. Left his commanding officer alone with a group of heathens and urchins to defend herself against an aggressive enemy. Why should we change focus to find him when we were running out of time to find Jack, Naoki, and Talon?

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to look for him along the way,” I said to ease my conscience. 

Eli nodded. “And if we’re headed for Ryder’s city, then it’s not a bad plan to pose as recruiters if we can pull it off. The city is built on an open plain. There’s absolutely no direction you can approach it without being seen.”

“But you told us we were gaining on them,” Reyes said to Eli. “I thought we were trying to intercept them before they got to the city.”

“We’ve come across so many different sets of tracks...” Eli said, rubbing the back of his neck. He cast an apologetic glance at Jin-Sook. “I hate to say it, but Ryan is the first piece of solid evidence that our men even passed this way. Trouble is, I can’t tell how long the bones have been there.”

An uncomfortable silence followed his statement. We all knew Eli didn’t want to reduce Ryan to a “piece of evidence,” but his body held information we needed to save the others. Time mattered. It was the difference between finding them at the city and losing them to a plasticmine of an unknown location. 

“Right now, heading straight to Ryder is still our best bet,” I said.

“But taking that,” Hayley said, pointing at the bear-drawn wagon, “is going to slow us down.”

“Maybe not,” I said. “As long as the bears can keep up the pace, we can stop for short periods to rest them. Summer, Reyes, and I can guide the animals at night while you guys sleep, and you can walk during the day while we sleep.” I motioned toward Jin and Zach, the latter still out cold from the recruiters’ arrow. “Better transportation for them, too.”

“I’ll go along with it, Sunny,” Summer said. “But I’m not putting on someone’s gross disgusting clothes.”

“You can be a prisoner,” I said with a smile. “We just have to tie you up in the back once we get close to the city.”

“Much better,” Summer said mockingly.

Hayley ignored our banter. “What about the bikes?” 

Eli’s face suddenly brightened. “The bikes! They’re our ticket to getting to Ryder. No one’s going to care who we are—their attention will be on those bikes.”

Hayley looked a little confused. “I thought they recruited people.”

Eli nodded. “Ryder recruits people to risk their lives to find plastic and technology for him. He rewards well for technology.”

“It’s settled then? We’ll take the wagon?” I asked.

“I’m in,” Reyes said.

The stern set of Hayley’s face led me to think she was going to balk, so I was surprised when she said, “It had better work.”

***
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The weight of all the bikes plus four bodies proved to be a little heavy for the bears to haul, so we just put one bike in the back and Summer, Reyes and I rode the three others alongside the wagon. The animals were huge and moved at a good pace, but it was still a slow speed for the bikes. At least the bears were well trained, so once we got them moving in one direction, they plodded along steadily. We only had to pick up the ropes on occasion to steer them. They were okay with the bikes, as long as we stayed by the wagon and didn’t ride directly beside them. 

We headed straight for the river, following our own tracks back to it. Eli had told us that when he’d escaped Ryder, he’d followed a river into the mountains, which eventually led him to the Nation. He was using the river to guide him back to the city. 

As we traveled through the night, the low, deep growl of a tiger always seemed to be about the same distance away. There was no doubt it was following us, and it was unnerving. Hayley and Eli frequently awoke with a start, grabbing for their weapons, when the growls came too close. So far I hadn’t seen an actual cat, but Eli said that wasn’t unusual. They were stealthy, and when they did attack, they usually attacked from behind. His explanation didn’t ease my mind. 

Going at the bears’ pace, it took us a few hours to get back to the river. The foothills were beginning to smooth out as we traveled toward the plains, so access to the river shore was easier than it had been. We stopped for a quick break to refill our water flasks and allow the bears to drink. I took the opportunity to dip the clothes I had stolen from the recruiters into the river, agitate as much dirt and smell out of them as I could, and hang them to dry over the rail on the wagon. Reyes explored the contents of a small crate built into the cart and found plastic containers with chunks of raw meat. He fed it to the animals, and they seemed to relax a bit around us.

Having a pee break was a little awkward since we decided with a tiger following us, it wasn’t a good idea to stray away from the group. We relied on each other to “not look.” With the amount of peeing my pregnant body liked to do, I imagined the trip was going to be a long one.

The bears ambled along the trail all night, but by the time the sun crested the horizon it was obvious they needed a break. We steered them back down to the river’s edge, and as they lapped up water, I wondered how we were going to let them rest.

“Do you think we should unharness them?” I asked Summer and Reyes.

Reyes looked at me as if I was crazy. “No.”

Hayley hopped down from the cart and stretched. “The harness is long enough that they can lie down. We’re not stopping for long anyway.”

“I think I’ll do some fishing,” Eli said. “I’m running low on dried meat.” 

“Me too,” Jin said. She stood up, wincing at the pain in her side. 

“Any better today?” I asked.

She gave me a weak smile. “Yes,” she said, but I didn’t believe her. “I’m just stiff from sitting too long. I need to get up and move.”

Eli took a small fishing net out of his leather pouch and carefully unfolded it. Spread out, it was a rectangle of about five feet by two feet. Jin took one side while Eli took the other, and they waded a little way into the cold river and stretched it across the shallows. We all watched them with interest until I noticed Hayley wasn’t with us. I turned around and found her close to the edge of the forest, frozen in midstride. 

“Hayley?” I called.

Reyes’ head snapped up at the alarm in my voice. 

“My gun,” she said, although her voice was so low that I almost didn’t hear her. A quick check in the back of the wagon showed me her rifle was still there.

Reyes went into a full run. Summer drew her pistol. I grabbed Hayley’s rifle. Eli dropped the end of his net and nocked two arrows. A massive flash of orange leaped out of the trees and sailed in the air as if in slow motion, claws pointed, mouth open with four thick, long teeth ready to tear into Hayley. 

Reyes propelled himself at the tiger and bellowed “Move!” at Hayley. Summer and I took off toward them. Hayley finally moved, scrambling to get out of the way of the giant set of teeth coming at her.

Reyes collided with the animal in midair, drilling his fist down on the cat’s snout the second they made contact. What happened next was a blur. I heard, rather than saw, the cat’s mouth slam shut. An ear-piercing noise escaped it, sounding like a cross between a growl and a scream. Reyes lost his hold on the beast as they hit the ground. The tiger was on its feet in a second, mouth open and lips drawn back to show its deadly daggers. It made a low hiss as it pounced on Reyes. I aimed the rifle and almost took the shot, but Reyes shifted to hold the animal at bay with both hands.

“Shoot it!” he yelled.

I would have, but Reyes didn’t have his hood up. His head was completely unprotected if I missed. Aiming at the tiger’s flank, where I was sure if the bullet missed it would hit Reyes’ suit, I took the shot at the same time that two arrows flew toward the animal. A roar burst from the tiger when my bullet hit its hind leg and one of Eli’s arrows struck its back. The injuries didn’t stop it though; they just enraged the animal. With its snout crinkled into a snarl, it raised a paw to take a swipe at Reyes. I took another shot, aiming for the belly this time. The bullet ripped through its ribcage, the force of the impact throwing the cat back. Instead of taking a swipe at Reyes, the animal was forced to use its paw for balance. 

While he still held it by the head, Reyes scrambled to regain his footing. He stood at six foot four, and the head of the cat came level with his chest. The animal’s eyes were locked on Reyes’ face, its tail twitching and mouth open and panting.

I shifted to get a better angle and shot again. The big cat finally went down. Reyes let go and took four quick steps backward, ready to fend off the predator if it got back up. Summer and I approached it with caution, our fingers wrapped around the triggers on our weapons.

Hayley screamed an f-bomb and dropped to the ground. All color had drained from her complexion, and her big brown eyes looked like saucers in her pale face. Her hands shook uncontrollably as she raised them to cover her open mouth. 

“You got this?” Reyes asked, looking at the tiger. I nodded. He went to Hayley.

Inching closer, I pointed my rifle at the cat’s head. Its breath came in short, labored gasps, and as I came into view, its eyes sought mine. Green eyes rimmed in a yellow-gold with an intelligence I didn’t expect. They didn’t show fear or plead for life. The only thing I saw in them was acknowledgement that it was at my mercy. 

My finger faltered on the trigger. It was truly one of the scariest animals I had ever encountered, but also one of the most beautiful. Eli’s arrow rose up and down with each short breath, and every beat of its heart spilled more blood from the bullet wounds I’d inflicted. It was dying a slow, painful death. And that above all else made me pull the trigger and help it find its release a little faster. The light in its eyes froze for one stubborn moment before death robbed them of expression.

I turned my head so no one could see me rub tears away with the heel of my hand. The cat was a man-eater. If we hadn’t killed it, it would’ve killed us. Winning was nothing to cry over. Clearing my throat, I gave my head a shake and turned to find Hayley. That’s when Summer grabbed my arm and subtly motioned with her head. 

Reyes was examining Hayley for injuries and wiping away the tears on her cheek with his thumb. I had never seen him act so tenderly.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Jack

––––––––
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It would be easy to dismiss Joseph Ryder’s discovery of a process for extracting oil from plastic as nothing more than an excellent classroom project. Where I came from, our gasifiers worked cleanly and efficiently to turn coal into gas. Advanced technology was something we took for granted. Yet, I wasn’t about to underestimate Ryder. Not only was he one hell of a charismatic leader in a world that sorely needed governance, but I also knew full well the impact oil had had on the industrial revolution long before the War. Ryder’s compound wasn’t just the beginning of a new city; it could very well be the start of a new empire.

I rolled that thought in my head for a moment. An empire built on the fanatical religious logic of a man who liked to keep his flock illiterate so they couldn’t think for themselves. It sounded ludicrous, yet I saw with my own eyes how the entire town had backed the castration of Phillip. How an entire community participated in the effort to dilute the gods’ poison running through humanity’s veins. If four hundred people believed that crap, who was to say four thousand wouldn’t? 

It was not as if I didn’t have experience with dictators and how they operated. How many years had I gone along with President Holt, applauding his handling of the Pit and even helping by backing the sterilization program? Just like everyone else in the Dome, I swallowed the propaganda because it made my life easier. It wasn’t until I had lived in the Pit, gotten a taste of life as a slave, that reality had opened my eyes. But now that they were open, they were staying open. 

Men like Joseph Ryder and Damien Holt should not be allowed to rule the world. 

Ryder was still looking at me, the lid of the pot in his hand, the black slurry still steaming. I realized he was expecting my response. Belittling him would accomplish nothing. His ego required stroking.

I did my best to arrange my expression into one of stunned awe, as if I was indeed standing in the glow of a very bright future. “That’s amazing. I’m really... shocked.” 

His expression was somewhat skeptical, but one side of his mouth curved into a smile. I wasn’t sure if he was buying my act or not. I pressed on.

“And you learned how to do this from books?”

His smile faltered, and he scanned the faces of the workers standing around us. “I thank the gods, Jack, not the books.”

“Of course,” I said quickly. But Ryder didn’t look happy. He replaced the lid on the pot. 

“The day is wearing on, and you have a hole to dig,” he said.

He thanked the workers, told them to carry on, and strode away. Fadi and Amos motioned for me to follow, and on my way out I noticed my rifle lying on a table. It looked scratched up, as if someone had forcefully been trying to open it. There was no way their crude plastic and wooden tools were going to crack open that rifle. 

Fadi and Amos marched me out of the stifling heat and toxic fumes of the little hut and past the other side of the plastic factory. The side I had been waiting all day to go to. 

“Don’t I get to finish the tour?” I asked in a loud voice so Ryder would hear me.

“The tour’s over, Jack.” He turned and pointed toward the gates. “Take him and get him started. I’ll be there soon.”

I clenched my teeth against the anger and frustration rising up inside me. I had one goal when I started the tour: get my hands on a weapon. That was it. The one place I knew where I could find one was the only place Ryder wouldn’t take me. Had he read my mind? Did he know that’s what I had planned all along? 

The guards opened the gate when they saw us coming, and one of them fetched the shovel. Fadi and Amos led me to the hole I’d been working on. The plastic grate was over the other detention holes, and I squinted, trying to peer down and see if there were any heads visible. 

“Naoki! Talon!” I called out. Fadi cuffed me. I flinched, but listened to see if my friends responded. They didn’t. 

“Get to work,” Amos said, pointing at the hole.

The hole was getting deeper and harder to dig. With each heave, I had to squat to reach the earth at the bottom. But I dug into the dirt with all the force of my anger, picturing Ryder’s throat beneath the tip of the spade, and came up with a big scoop of dirt. I heaved it in the direction of the other detention holes to see if anyone coughed. No one did. Where did they take them during the day? I dug in again, came up with another big scoop, and reminded myself to slow down. If I kept digging at this rate, I’d be sleeping in that hole in a few short hours. Yet driving the spade into the hard ground was having a cathartic effect on my anger, and I couldn’t seem to stop myself. It was a rock that halted me. The force of the spade slammed into the stone and sent vibrations up my arms, making me drop it.

Fadi rolled his eyes. “Pick it up.”

The handle had snapped in two. I jumped into the narrow hole, which was almost waist high, and squatted down to retrieve it. That’s when I noticed the spade was shattered into five pieces. Working as fast as I could, I ran a finger along the edge of each piece to find the sharpest one. Since I was barefoot, the only place I could hide it was on my person. I tore a strip off the bottom of my shirt, placed the shiv against my thigh, and tied the strip around the shiv to hold it there. I pulled my pants back up just as Fadi came to stand over me.

“Have you decided you like it down there, or are you coming out?”

I looked up at him, squinting against the sun. “I broke it. I was just picking up the pieces.”

He motioned for me to get out of the hole. “He needs another shovel,” he called over to Amos. 

Within minutes I had another shovel in my hand. This time I didn’t dig into the dirt with as much vigor.

The sun was low in the sky by the time Ryder showed up. Teegan was behind him, struggling to keep up with a water pitcher in her hands. The liquid sloshed over the sides and soaked her. A rosy, feverish hue colored her complexion. Her infection was getting worse.

She brought me water. “Thanks, Annie,” I said with a wink. 

“How’s that hole coming along, Jack?” Ryder asked.

I drained the water and handed the cup back to Teegan. “Not quite waist high,” I said with a smile. “Looks like I have a few more days of digging.”

“Ah,” he said with a wave of his hand. “You’ll finish up tomorrow.”

“It’s taken me three days to dig this far. By my calculations, I have another couple of days of digging before I can fit in there.”

Ryder gave me a toothy grin. “And your calculations would be right if the hole were for you.”

My heart thumped harder, and I broke out in a cold prickly sweat. “Who the hell is it for?” I asked, not wanting to hear the answer.

“Annie.”

Blind rage sent me running at him holding the spade like a lance, prepared to kill him. The cocky bastard stood his ground, not budging. Before I could get to him, Fadi and Amos blocked my way, poised to seize the spade. At the last second, I raised it and took a swing at Amos, clocking him in the side of the head. Fadi made a grab for me, but I body checked him into Ryder. Ryder staggered back, caught Fadi, and pushed him at me. Gripping the spade with both hands, I swung at Fadi, and as soon as he began to duck, I changed the direction and caught him under the chin. 

A hot piercing sensation ripped through my buttock, stopping me in my tracks. I looked down to see an arrow sticking out of me. Another one slammed into me. The devil’s blood took me under in seconds. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Sunny

––––––––
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I opened my eyes and looked around, wondering how long I had been asleep. My neck was stiff from the way I’d slept propped up against the rail. When I’d crawled into the back of the wagon this morning, I figured the stench alone would keep me awake. It smelled exactly as I imagined the sewer in the Pit probably smelled. So I used my blanket as a barrier between the stained boards and me, balling Jack’s t-shirt against my nose to block the stench. Hayley raised an eyebrow when she saw the shirt, but I ignored her. She was still behaving sheepishly over letting her tough-girl exterior slip when she had been almost eaten by a tiger, so I figured she couldn’t say much about my attachment to a piece of cloth.

The sun was warm today, even in its late afternoon position, and insects buzzed around the bears and us. In the wagon with me, Reyes was sprawled out flat in the middle with Summer tucked against him and using his shoulder as a pillow, and a still-unconscious Zach was at the back, closest to the rumps of the beasts pulling us. From my position against the side rail, Hayley rode her bike across from me, and Jin-Sook and Eli were behind me, also riding bikes. 

I kind of smiled when I remembered how mad Hayley had been when she’d found out the “heathens” (she’d whispered to me in a low tone) knew how to operate Dome vehicles. I was forced to confess that Jack and I had borrowed a few from inventory and permanently loaned them to Dena’s barangay so they could have a little fun. That explanation hadn’t helped her mood any more than being forced to spend the day escorting our bear-drawn wagon with two heathens for comrades. 

From behind my sunglasses, I studied Hayley. She had taken off her jacket and cap under the warm sun and she looked a lot smaller without the added bulk. Her t-shirt hugged her lean, sculpted physique, making me wonder how much time she spent in the gym. Yet despite the tough image, her big brown eyes and the soft brown curls framing her face gave her a very vulnerable, feminine quality. She carried herself with a superior arrogance not uncommon among bourge upper crust, but after watching her yesterday I wondered how much of that was an act. 

I was still a little in shock that Reyes had comforted her after the tiger incident. He hated the bourge; she despised urchins. Water and oil, yet they somehow came together—if only for a few moments—even though awkwardness had set in when they parted. The thing was that those few moments were affectionate. Not that I personally cared if they decided to start something with each other. But on a greater scale, I figured if those two haters could overcome their prejudices enough to be friends, then there was hope for everyone else. 

Hayley cast a sidelong glance at Reyes’ and Summer’s sleeping figures, and I quickly closed my eyes so she wouldn’t catch me staring at her. Then I remembered I had my sunglasses on and she couldn’t see my eyes anyway. I opened them again, but her focus was back on the trail in front of her.

I knew there was no romance between my best friend and my ex. A few months after we had been liberated from the Pit, I gave Summer a little push toward Reyes. During my engagement to him, she had never been shy about telling me what a catch he was, so I let her know that I wouldn’t mind if they started a relationship. She laughed and assured me that Reyes was like her brother. The thought of ever kissing him “that way” was gross. 

My neck really was stiff, and I finally moved, stretching it one way and then the other. A distant whirring, like that of a motor, made me sit up straight. I strained to make it out.

“You hear it too?” Hayley asked.

I nodded. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. It’s the second time today we’ve heard it.”

“Maybe we’re getting close to the city,” Eli said. “Ryder has quite a setup for recycling plastic.”

That perked me up. Was I close to Jack? I turned around to look at Eli. “How much farther, do you think?” 

“I don’t know,” he said. “We haven’t come to the old city yet.”

“The old city?” 

“I’ll know it when I see it,” Eli said.

I noticed sweat rolling down Jin-Sook’s face. She looked to be in a lot of pain. I stood and stretched my stiff joints. “I need to move. Mind if I ride for a while, Jin?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Sure.” 

Before I left the back of the wagon, I dug into my backpack, took a painkiller out of my first aid kit, and gave it to Jin as we switched places. We fell a little behind, but Eli stayed back with us to keep a lookout for cats. We caught up to the wagon, and Jin-Sook hopped in the back. I pulled my bike alongside Hayley. 

“You doing okay?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes at me. “Yeah, I know I lost my cool. Rub it in, Sunshine.”

I blew out a sigh. Did she ever switch off the tough-girl act? “I didn’t mean anything by it, Hayley. I would’ve been terrified by that cat too.” 

“It’s just—” She stopped and closed her mouth tight for a moment. “I sent my men away. It was stupid of me.”

It took me a second, but then the implication of what she’d said dawned on me. She had sent three of her soldiers to escort Wilcox back to the Dome, keeping only Zach and Jonas with her. Zach was unconscious, and Jonas had deserted her, leaving her alone to rely on a group of urchins and heathens when faced with death. 

“Hopefully you know that you can trust us now,” I said.

Her expression was contrite. “At least until we get home, right? Then we’re back on opposite sides of the fight.”

It wasn’t unexpected that war was on her mind. Ever since Reyes’ confession, I had been worried about the same thing. But it was surprising that she was bringing it up to me. At first I wasn’t sure how to respond. I didn’t agree with violence as the way to resolve our issues, but I understood why the Pit would choose that route.

“Are you blaming the Pit for the fighting?” I asked.

She turned a sharp look on me, but within a few seconds her features relaxed. “I don’t know anymore. Alex, Jack, and I have been friends since we were kids. I knew something was—” She stopped talking and shook her head. “But Alex?”

My eyes shifted between looking at Hayley and navigating the path in front of me. “You know something, don’t you?” 

She heaved a sigh. “Just rumors. And I never act on rumors.”

I didn’t push her for more information. The thread of trust that was growing between us was too weak to support rumors. Better to deal in truths. 

We drove in silence for a while, and I allowed myself the indulgence of appreciating my surroundings. The trees were a little different from the ones I was used to seeing in the mountains, and their branches were thick with buds. There seemed to be more birds flitting through them and more animal burrows by their roots too. 

Then we rounded a bend, and the sight that greeted us was so startling that I almost fell off my bike. 

“What the—” Hayley breathed. At least she could form words. My mouth was too busy hanging open.

“There it is,” Eli said. He smiled broadly at our expressions. “The old city.”

It stretched as far as the eye could see. Tall, crumbling spires rising out of the forest like monolithic giants, their iron skeletons broken and rusted to a bloody brown. I had never seen anything like it. The old city Jack and I had explored seemed like nothing more than a village compared to the sprawling expanse of this kingdom. How many people must have lived there? Millions? More? Stark against the intense blue of the sky, the disintegrating spires were an ominous headstone for a civilization that had once ruled the earth. 

The bears continued to amble on, unimpressed by the view, and Hayley and I grabbed the reins to stop them. It woke Reyes and Summer, and they got to their feet. 

“Holy crap,” Reyes said as he took in the sight. 

“Is that the old city you were talking about?” Summer asked.

“Uh-huh,” Eli said.

“What was it called?” I asked. “Back before the War?”

“I don’t know,” Eli said. “All I know is that today it’s Ryder’s territory. Anybody caught looting there is as good as dead, so we’re going to avoid it. Our destination is about fifty miles west of it.”

Zach’s groans distracted us. It had been almost forty-eight hours since he’d been shot, and we were all getting a little worried that he wasn’t going to wake up. 

“Let’s take a break, and I’ll tend to Zach,” I said. It wasn’t that long ago that I had been shot, so the memory of how awful I’d felt was still pretty fresh. 

We led the bears down to the river to drink and rest. I gave Zach two painkillers, and he downed them with a full water flask and begged for more, but I made him wait until what he had in his stomach settled. Hayley looked after Jin-Sook, checking her stitches and giving her new bandaging. Summer volunteered to look after the bears. Eli, Jin, and Reyes waded into the river, and Reyes got his first fishing lesson.

A scream jolted us, and we all reached for our weapons. I expected to see another tiger, but it was Summer throwing the plastic container of bear meat on the ground with disgusted horror.

“What is that?” she cried, pointing at the meat spilling out.

Hayley and I both hopped down from the wagon at the same time. Half of a hand—a human hand—was lying on the ground.

“Oh my God,” Hayley said.

“How did we not know what we were feeding the bears?” I asked, and then covered my mouth with the back of my hand. 

“Ew, ew, ew, ew!” Summer chanted as she ran into the cold river to wash her hands.

Reyes waded out of the river and kicked dirt over the flesh. “That’s sick.”

Eli clucked as if we were all nuts.

Looking at Eli, Hayley pointed to the human flesh. “You think that’s okay?”

Eli shrugged. “Recruits die, and recruiters don’t let anything go to waste. Bears have to eat, and hunting and fishing for their dinner takes time.” He pulled up the net and took a couple of fish from it to throw to the bears. The fish flopped on the ground before the bears snapped them up. “If you’re going to throw the meat away, have you given any thought to what you’re going to feed them?”

“Yeah,” Hayley said. “Fish.”

“We’re going around the old city, so we leave the river from here,” Eli said. 

“And you said Ryder’s city is fifty miles west?” I asked. He nodded. “If we feed them well now, they should make that distance.”

“What’s the plan from here?” Reyes asked. 

“We’re in recruiter territory, so it’s time to be recruiters,” Eli said. 

Summer glanced at the clothes I had swiped off the recruiters and shivered in revulsion. “I get to be a prisoner, remember?” 

“I’ll be a recruiter,” Reyes said, picking up a tunic and a pair of pants. He put them on over his suit.

“They’re a little small,” Hayley said with a barely concealed laugh.

The pants rode up at least five inches above his ankles, and the sleeves were not only too short but also stretched tight across his biceps. He struck a pose and modeled the ill-fitting, filthy clothes. A giggle sprang to my lips, and for one fleeting moment I caught a glimpse of the boy who’d once stolen my heart. 

“I can pull it off,” he said. 

I shook my head. “I don’t know. You look ridiculous. Plus your exoskeleton is showing.”

“Not to mention the sunglasses,” Hayley said. “Are you people going to be able to take them off without going blind or whatever happens to you?”

Reyes crossed his arms over his chest and looked at her. “You people?”

Hayley had the decency to blush. “I meant, you know, the sun hurts your eyes and, well, I don’t think anyone else will be wearing sunglasses in Ryder’s city. It’ll be hard for you to blend in wearing them.”

Reyes’ mouth hardened into a tight line. “Being raised underground in a coalmine wasn’t a choice.”

I raised a hand to stop his next words, knowing exactly where the conversation would lead. “Although I take exception to the way she said it, she has a point. We’ll make it there by morning, and I’m not going to wait around until night when I can take these glasses off to go find the men.”

“Give me those disgusting clothes,” Hayley said. “I’ll be a recruiter.” She took an outfit off the rails and pulled a tunic on over her own clothes, gagging at the smell. “So the plan is to blend in with the comings and goings of the community, right? Or is there security to get through?”

Eli and Jin waded out of the river, their net half full of fish. Jin threw a couple more to the bears on the way by. 

“There’s usually a few guards patrolling the edge of the city,” Eli said. He flicked his head toward the wagon. “From a distance, we won’t look out of place.” 

“And if we do look out of place?” I asked.

Hayley held up her rifle. “Then we start shooting.”

A nervous excitement ran through me. This could be it, the end of the mission. By this time tomorrow, Jack might actually be standing next to me. I cast a glance toward my belly and thought, Almost, little guy. Daddy’s almost with us again. 

Eli and Jin tucked into the fish, eating them raw, as they had the day before. The rest of us mixed up some packaged mush. 

“So what can we expect between here and the city?” Summer asked Eli.

Eli shrugged. “More of the same, I suppose. We need to be on the lookout for cats and Ryder’s men. There are dog packs that live in the old city, but they usually don’t venture too far from it. Oh, and we need to find a trail and stick to it. The area was heavily populated before the War, and there are hundreds of holes left behind from old houses. Experienced recruiters know their way through, so we’ll find the most worn trail.”

“Got it,” I said. The sun was low, and it was our turn to guide the cart while the others got some rest.

“Are we ready then?” Hayley asked, climbing into the back of the cart.

Reyes climbed onto her vacated bike. “Let’s ride.”

We had barely left the foothills when we stumbled across a tiger standing guard over his kill. We could tell by the bike and the shredded uniform it was Jonas. 

Why had he come this far? Why had he even chosen to leave the safety of our group? It was senseless.

Hayley alighted from the cart clutching her rifle, her jaw clenched and eyes shiny with tears. She shot the tiger three times and was ready to go for a fourth when I yelled at her to stop. The tiger was down, a bleeding hole between his eyes, and she was wasting bullets. 

Even though I was sure the animal was dead, Reyes and I approached it with caution. Another growl, not too far away, startled all of us. Upon closer inspection, I saw that the tiger’s hindquarters were gouged and bleeding and surmised that he must have been the victor over what was probably a fight for Jonas. I didn’t even want to imagine the terror Jonas must have felt.

“Poor guy. He must have been running scared,” I whispered to Reyes.

Hayley came up behind us, dropped to her knees, cut off Jonas’s name badge, and took his watch. Then she checked his pockets and took the personal items she found there. “For his family,” she said in a shaky voice. 

His rifle was on the ground a few feet away, and she snatched it up and threw it in the back of the cart. 

Reyes picked up his bike. “Can we fit this back there?” he asked.

“I’ll ride,” Hayley said.

No one argued with her. She was obviously too upset to rest. 

We got the bears moving again and had barely vacated the area when two tigers sprang from the brush and began to fight over what was left of Jonas. 

***
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At some point you’d think I would have become accustomed to the constant huffing and grunting of the bears. And I hated to be annoyed with them because they really were gentle, docile giants who were working very hard for us. But now that we were in the thick of Ryder’s territory, I wanted to slip through the forest as silently as the People could. I didn’t want to attract attention, but if I did, then I wanted to hear it coming. Eli said recruiters usually stopped for the night because, unlike us, they couldn’t see very well in the dark. With night stalkers like tigers and dogs, not to mention the remains of old building foundations they could fall into, they were safer in a group by a fire with guards keeping a lookout. 

Summer, Reyes, and I rode beside the wagon as it ambled along the trail. None of us talked, not even in hushed whispers. It was a moonless night, perfect for us but not great for Hayley. We didn’t want her to turn on the bike’s headlight, so she was forced to stop driving and get in the back of the cart. It was a tight fit, but we managed to get the extra bike in the back too. There was some discussion of leaving it behind, but I did the math. Five bikes and ten people if we found Jack, Naoki, and Talon. Although we had come up with a plan to get into the city, we still hadn’t talked about getting out. The bikes would make for a quick getaway.

As Eli had suggested, we steered clear of the old city. That made me happy. Even from this distance, the decaying skyscrapers that towered over the forest were just as eerie at night as they had been against the stark blue sky. It felt like the eyes of millions of ghosts were watching our every move, ready to wipe out what was left of humanity and finish the job they’d started three hundred years before. I knew it was nonsense. There was no such thing as ghosts. Yet I was relieved when we finally passed the city and put some miles between us. 

The sky was just beginning to lighten when we saw the end of the forest. We grabbed the ropes and brought the cart to a stop. Hayley jolted awake, reaching for her rifle. I put my fingers to my lips.

I shook Eli awake. “I think we’re here.” 

He sat up, suddenly alert, and exited the wagon. We all crept to the forest edge.

The sight that greeted me wasn’t at all what I’d expected. A tall wooden fence, about twelve feet high, ran the equivalent of two of our city blocks. About a mile of open terrain stretched from us to the fence, without so much as a single plant, tree, or patch of moss growing on it. Once we left the forest, we would be out in the open with nowhere to hide. 

“You didn’t say anything about a fence,” I said to Eli.

“There wasn’t one the last time I was here.” 

“How long ago was that?” Hayley asked.

“Fifteen years.” 

“There,” Reyes said. 

My eyes followed in the direction he pointed, and I saw a figure move along the top of the fence. “How many? Just the one?” 

“Another one at the other end,” Hayley said.

“This isn’t what we expected,” I said. I’d imagined dwellings, roads, and some kind of plastic industry, with a stream of people coming and going that we could just blend in with and enter the city undetected. 

Hayley’s lips tightened into a straight line. “Okay. So we have to breach a perimeter. We need a concrete plan.”

“We have a concrete plan,” Eli said. “That wagon should still get us in.”

“It just got a lot riskier though,” I said. “Maybe Reyes, Summer, and I should go in on our own. If they start shooting arrows, our suits will protect us.”

“Wearing your sunglasses?” Eli asked and shook his head. “They’re not going to open the gate for you.”

“I was thinking about it last night,” I said. “If Ryder really is taken in by technology, getting in is going to be easy. Getting out, especially if they catch on to us, is going to be a lot harder.”

“We’re taking our weapons,” Hayley said firmly.

“I’m not giving up mine,” Reyes agreed.

“If they see your weapons on the way in, tell them they’re part of the treasure you found,” Eli said. “They won’t suspect they actually work.”

“What about finding Jack, Naoki, and Talon?” I asked. “Do they keep the recruits locked up or in a specific area?” Eli’s eyes shifted away from mine, like he was avoiding me. I got a real bad feeling. “What are you not telling us?”

He briefly looked at his feet. “When I was there, they had a detention area for recruits who resisted joining.” 

Hayley took a step closer to Eli. “Look, you need to tell us everything you know before we walk in there. I’m not going in blind.”

“I can tell you what I remember,” Eli said. He pointed to a stone chimney that rose above the fence. “That’s the plastic factory, and I recall the detention area wasn’t far from it. The market, where they take recruits to be appraised, is in the center by Ryder’s house. I’m not sure what’s at the other end. I only made it to the market, spent a night in detention, and then got carted off to a plasticmine.”

“So if they don’t shoot us on sight,” Hayley said, “we can expect to pass through some kind of security before we’re given permission to enter. We better make sure they see the bait on the way there.”

“You mean the bikes?” I asked.

“Bikes, weapons, whatever gets their greedy little hands rubbing together. The more tempted they are, the more likely we’ll gain entry.”

“Or be shot and our treasure stolen,” Reyes said. “Maybe Sunny’s right—the three of us should go in wearing our suits.”

She leveled a stern look at him. “I didn’t come all this way to stay behind, and I’m already wearing the get-up.” She ran a hand down the filthy animal-skin outfit.

The sun was almost up, and wisps of smoke began to curl out of the compound. I assumed people were waking, stoking fires, and starting their day. Was Jack waking too? 

My mouth suddenly went dry, and my hands started to shake. If Jack wasn’t there, I didn’t know where else to look. If he wasn’t there, it meant he was truly lost. The memory of Gaia’s psychotic rage flashed through my mind. At the time, I couldn’t understand why she blamed me for shutting off the tagging system on the range, until I realized it was because she had been holding on to the hope for two years that her husband was still alive. When faced with the moment of truth, she was too scared to look. 

Just like I was terrified right now. 

“Time is wasting,” I said. “Let’s go knock at the gate.”
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Jack

––––––––
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The first heaves gripped me before I was even fully conscious. Choking, I rolled to my side and let the vomit spill from my mouth. It was the same foul-tasting, thick white stuff I had retched up the first time I’d been shot with devil’s blood. My stomach convulsed again, and as my body expelled the vile, pasty liquid, it registered that I was back in the shed. As usual, my hands were tied. A shuffling somewhere behind me alerted me that I wasn’t alone.

When the vomiting finally stopped, I rested my head on the wooden floorboards to catch my breath. I was pretty sure the person behind me was Teegan, and she was probably scared out of her wits to be locked up with a man puking all over the place. I needed to collect myself and put on a good face for her. My stomach twitched a few times, but nothing else came up. When I was sure I was done, I rolled onto my back and faced her. She not only looked frightened, she looked really sick. 

“Hey, Teegan,” I said. “Sorry about that.” 

I sat up, wincing at the unbearable pressure in my head. I’d do anything for a painkiller. But more than that, I needed water. 

Only one plate and one cup sat on the dinner tray. The cup was empty, but the food was untouched. Teegan wasn’t eating, which wasn’t a good sign.

“Do you know how long I’ve been here?” I asked.

She nodded. “Since dinner.” 

“A couple of hours then?” 

She nodded again.

“You’re not feeling very well, are you?” 

She shook her head. 

Even if I could get her out of here, where would I take her? The only medical supplies I knew of were at the Dome. It had taken almost two weeks for us to get here, and the way back to the Dome was all uphill. Yet, if I were successful in escaping, would my conscience allow me to leave her behind? A sick kid would slow me down, but not helping her would haunt me for the rest of my life. 

I cursed Ryder again.

The small shiv I had retrieved from the broken spade was still fastened to my inner thigh. I could feel the pointy end cutting into my skin. I set about working my bound hands from my back to my front, grimacing against the pain it caused in my head. With every movement, the shiv dug in deeper, and a bright red stain grew on the leg of my pants. Teegan’s eyes grew wide as she fixated on the stain.

“I’m okay. It’s just a little scratch,” I said. It was more than a scratch, but I knew it would be completely healed within a few hours. “Can you turn around and give me some privacy for a minute?” 

She didn’t say anything, just shifted without standing until she faced the wall. 

I rolled my baggy pants up high and exposed the shiv. The tip of it was lodged nearly an inch deep into my thigh. I untied the cloth and eased the shiv out. A spurt of blood came with it, and I retied the cloth around the wound to put pressure on it until the nanobots could do their work. I pulled my pant leg back down.

“Thanks, Teegan. All done.” She turned back to face me.

Maneuvering the shiv, I put the sharp side against the plastic ties holding my wrists and tried to saw back and forth. Usually when they tied my wrists, I was awake and could hold myself in such a way that the ties weren’t too tight. But this time I had been unconscious, and the ties were tight enough to cut off my circulation. It was impossible to apply enough pressure for the sawing action to have any effect. 

I eyed Teegan. I didn’t want to ask her. She was sick and scared. But I needed help.

“Do you think you could do me a favor?” She looked at me without moving. “I need you to help me cut through these ties. Do you think you can do that?” I held up the shiv.

She hesitated but scooted across the floor to sit in front of me.

“All you have to do is hold the sharp side against the tie and saw back and forth, okay?” 

“Okay.”

She took the shiv, and I positioned my hands to give her clear access to the tie. She started a light, gentle sawing motion.

“You need to put a lot of pressure into it, Teegan. Just like you had to push down really hard on the water pump, remember?”

“Yeah.” She put more strength into the sawing motion, speeding up as she did. The edge of the blade cut through my skin in seconds and blood came to the surface. She stopped. “I cut you!”

“It’s okay, honey. I barely felt it,” I lied. It hurt like hell. My head hurt like hell. Sweat rolled down my face, and I raised my shoulder and wiped it away. 

Her little face was screwed into a look of horror. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“I’ll tell you a secret. I heal really fast. Like, super fast. So it’s totally okay if you accidentally cut me, but it’s really important that these ties come off.” I held my bound wrists out to her.

I could tell by the dim light filtering in through the cracks that dawn was on its way. The plastic tie was strong enough to keep a person’s hands bound yet thin enough to slice through skin should the prisoner try to break free. It shouldn’t take long for the shiv to cut through. 

With a shaky hand, she returned to sawing, but she didn’t put as much strength into it this time. 

“Give it all you got,” I said. “If it hurts, I’ll let you know.” She applied more pressure and cut into my skin. Warm blood welled up onto my skin. “Keep going,” I said. The shiv was a quarter of the way through the tie. More blood. “Didn’t feel a thing. Keep going.” She gave it all she had, and I could see the tension in her small frame. I started pulling my wrists apart, straining against the weakened tie. Between our two efforts, the tie snapped.

I immediately pulled Teegan in for a hug. “Good job.” 

Then I held her away from me and put my hand on her forehead. She was burning up. I tried to keep my expression blank even as I thought that there was no way I could take her with me. She would die long before I got her back to the Dome. I hated to admit it, but she was better off in the hands of Ryder’s wives and inadequate medical attention than on the road with me for two weeks with none. 

“I’m going to try to get out of here. When they come looking for me, you tell them you had nothing to do with it, okay?” 

She shook her head. “I don’t want to stay here alone.”

I looked into her big, feverish eyes and second-guessed myself. No. I couldn’t take her. She was too sick. “The ladies in the house can take better care of you than I can, Teegan.”

Tears welled up in her eyes, and her mouth turned down. “But they don’t like me,” she said and sniffed. “They told me I’m not one of Father Ryder’s children and I don’t belong there. And when I do stuff wrong, they hit me.”

My heart broke. This little girl was stuck. Would things get any better for her here? Would they be any better for her on the road with Naoki, Talon and me? The shed was brightening as the first rays of sun seeped through the cracks. Now I could see that thin red lines spidered out from the burn on her face. Definitely infected. 

Maybe Naoki would know how to get her infection under control. He knew about plants.

“Okay, you can come with me,” I heard myself say. It was crazy. 

Picking up the shiv, I went to the door. Just like the exterior doors back at the Dome, the hinges were on the inside. It was a security thing, so no one could break into the shed from the outside. And it probably explained why they kept my hands tied. I started at the bottom. It was a single-pin plastic door hinge that was crudely constructed and ill fitting. Fadi and Amos always had to give the door a hard tug to get it open, and now I knew why. The pin wasn’t precisely straight, so I had to work at wedging it out, and it was painstakingly slow. The shed was getting brighter by the second. 

A distant voice calling out startled me. 

“Hey, you asleep on the job, Amos?” It was Fadi. 

I put my fingers to my lips and gave Teegan the ssshhh sign.

“What?” Amos said. His voice was right beside the shed. The first pin was only halfway out, and I still had two more to go.

“Father Ryder isn’t going to be happy,” Fadi said, closer now.

“Ralph’s full of it. That man was shot with four arrows. He’s dead,” Amos said.  

“Hey, what’s that noise?” Fadi asked. He was by the shed now.

“I don’t know. It’s the same noise we heard the other day.”

Holding my breath, I strained to listen, but it was hard to hear inside the shed. Could it be Ted? Or was I just being hopeful? I abandoned the hinges, knowing I was already too late to break out of there, and pressed an ear against one of the cracks in the wall. The sounds of the small city waking were the only thing I heard at first until I made out a faint background noise that sounded mechanical. An aircraft? A vehicle? Or just wishful thinking?

Then I heard footsteps approaching. “Have you checked on him? Is he alive?” It was Ryder. 

Teegan’s eyes grew wide with fear. I shook my head at her, willing her not to start crying.

“No, Father,” Amos said. “I was waiting for you.”

“He fell asleep,” Fadi said.

“Is that so?” Ryder said in a threatening tone. “I’ll deal with you later. Open the door.”

Someone fumbled with the lock. The shiv was still in my hand, and I scrambled to drop it in the darkest corner of the shed, and then returned to my usual spot against the wall. I put my hands behind my back. I knew they were going to figure out eventually that my hands weren’t tied, but I didn’t want Teegan around when they did. If I was going to be punished, she didn’t need to witness it. 

The door swung open. My heart thudded against my chest, but I forced my breathing to remain even. Ryder stepped into the open doorway. For a man well practiced at maintaining a smile on his face at all times, this was the closest I had seen him to losing his cool. His mouth gaped open, his eyebrows raised and drawn together. It was almost comical. Then his mouth clamped shut and his eyes darkened.  

“Where did Ralph say he found him?” Ryder asked.

“I don’t know,” Fadi said. “Up north, in the mountains somewhere.”

Ryder pulled his lips into a tight line and glared at me. “You mean in the forbidden area—where the pile of rotting bodies was found over fifteen years ago.”

I raised my eyebrows, as if I didn’t know what he was talking about. But I knew. The people from the Pit that we had Culled every year for almost three hundred had accumulated into a mountain of skeletons and rotting corpses. Yugo the giant from the scorchedlands was one of the fables created to explain it. I didn’t know what Ryder believed, though.

Ryder didn’t take his eyes off me. “You’re not a scorchedlander. You’re not a miracle. And you’re most certainly not a god.” He motioned for Fadi to take me.

I stood up before Fadi had the opportunity to come in the shed and pull me up by the arm. I wanted Teegan out of there before they knew I was free. The girl stood too and hid behind me.

“There’s only one thing devil’s blood doesn’t work on, Jack, and that’s a devil.” He gave me a hard stare. “I knew you would eventually come here to try to stop me from doing the will of the gods. I just didn’t want to take action against you until I knew for certain what you were. Now I know.” With a sneer of disgust, he turned away from me. “Take him to the square, and call everyone to witness. We’ll see how long a devil lives after he’s been disemboweled. I want Ralph in the square too. He should’ve known better than to go into those mountains and bring evil to our city.”

Disemboweled? Not good. I wasn’t really confident Doc’s nanobots could fix that. Fadi stepped inside the shed and grabbed one of my arms. Gripping my wrists with my hands, I locked them together. Having my hands free was the only way I was going to be able to save myself. 

Teegan started crying. 

“I’ll be fine,” I told her. A voice inside my head screamed, You’re about to be disemboweled. Of course you won’t be fine! But I ignored that panic-stricken, irrational voice and concentrated on looking for a way out of my predicament.

Fadi and Amos flanked me on either side, and I deliberately walked slowly, not wanting either one of them to catch sight of my untied hands. Teegan was ordered to the square with us, and she trailed behind me. She was small, but her figure would block anyone from seeing my untied hands from a distance. 

Shouts rose up in the community. I heard the order to set up the table in the square, voices calling everyone to the event, but there was something else going on too—some kind of kerfuffle at the gate. 

I looked skyward, hoping to hear the mechanical drone of an aircraft. Even if Ted were out looking for me, which was a farfetched thought, how would I signal my position? The constant fire raging at the plastic factory would be my only hope. Throw something on the flames, like the black slurry I had seen, and send up black smoke. 

As we rounded the big house and the commons came into view, I looked down the street to the factory. I couldn’t get a clear view because two bear-drawn wagons were traveling up the street. The carts were packed with men, and as we approached the square from opposite sides, I spotted Naoki and Talon. 

“Where are they taking them?” I asked Fadi.

“I don’t talk to devils,” he said.

“You talked to me yesterday. I haven’t changed since then.” He didn’t respond. 

People were already starting to gather at the square. The bear-drawn wagons left the street and entered the common area. I saw Naoki leaning forward, trying to get a better look, and then his eyes found me. Shrugging, I gave him an apologetic look and mouthed, Save yourselves. He shifted in the cart, as if he was trying to stand, and I shook my head. Heroics would only get him killed too. The wagons continued past the town square and headed for the gates leading out of the compound, but two men halted them before they could continue down the street. 

Shouting to my left distracted me, and I looked to see a very reluctant Hollywood being dragged to the commons. Two men had him by each arm with another two following behind. Tables were being set up inside the fenced-off square.

To my right, where the wagons were detained, someone came jogging up to the big house. 

“Father Ryder,” he said. 

Risking a glance, I looked behind me and saw Ryder walking about twelve feet away. Thank goodness Teegan was there to block the view of my untied hands. I had no intention of dying by disembowelment. If I couldn’t escape, I would force them to kill me quickly and painlessly. 

“Can’t you see I’m busy?” Ryder said.

“It’s important, Father. There are missionaries at the gate I don’t recognize—”

“Then don’t let them through,” he said, cutting the man off. “You know the rules.”

“But Father, they have cargo I’ve never seen before. Technology you wouldn’t believe. And people like...” The man paused. “Like him.”

I didn’t need to turn around to know he was pointing at me. My head swung in the direction of the gate, but traffic on the narrow street was too congested to see very far.

“If they’re like him, kill them,” Ryder said. 

The man didn’t respond to Ryder. He just broke into a run, returning in the direction from which he came, on his way to give the order to kill. I watched him go until he disappeared around the corner.

Was Sunny at the gate? If she was, I needed to get to her. But I couldn’t abandon Teegan, Naoki or Talon. Somehow I had to get us all together in the same spot.

“Hey, Teegan,” I said. “You see those carts over there, with the men in the back?”

“Yes,” she said in her quiet little voice.

“Run to them.” 
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Sunny

––––––––
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Just breathe, I told myself as I did my best impression of a prisoner. Pinpricks of sweat broke out across my forehead and I fought the urge to wipe it away with the back of my hand since they were supposedly bound to the rails.

Breaching the perimeter, as Hayley referred to it, turned out to be the longest walk of my life, and that included the time I had posed as Leisel in a bridal gown. We had to cross one mile of barren ground, the only people on the plain, under the vigilant watch of several archers poised along the top of the fence. From a distance we probably looked like any other recruiting party coming home from a raid, and I prayed that all the armed men at the gate were just a routine security measure. 

Eli was doing all the talking, which, he said, would be normal for a “rig captain.” He sounded like he knew what he was doing, so we went with it. And as he predicted, the recruiters were agog at the sight of the bikes. For a few hopeful seconds, I thought they were going to let us through without a problem, but apparently permission from the head honcho, Father Ryder, was required before allowing strangers entry into the city. Someone had been dispatched to go find him.

We waited at the gate, under the watchful guard of the archers, for word that we were allowed to enter. Our exoskeletons were impervious to their arrows, but Jin, Eli, Hayley, and Zach, who walked alongside our wagon posing as recruiters, were vulnerable to attack. And I was getting worried.

“If you would just let us take these to him, I’m sure you would be well rewarded,” Eli repeated for the third time. 

“I already told you, if he’s interested, he’ll let us know,” the gatekeeper said. “We wait.” 

A curious crowd was beginning to form inside the compound, many of them children. I wanted to shoo them away. Tell them to run home. If we could get in without bloodshed and just take a look around for Jack, Naoki, and Talon, then that would be the best scenario. But it wasn’t the only scenario. We would use force if necessary. 

Reyes, Summer, and I were in the back of the wagon, our pistols strapped to our legs, knives sheathed in our boots, and a blanket draped over our laps to conceal the weapons. Eli and Jin-Sook had their bows slung over their backs since the weapons were standard garb for recruiters. Zach and Hayley’s rifles were hidden in the wagon, within easy reach. 

Peering through the gates beyond the curious onlookers, I could see people walking the dirt road all heading in the same direction, toward the center of the compound. At the end of the street, facing us, were two bear-drawn wagons. The wagons were at a standstill, and I wondered if it was because we were at the gate or if something else was going on.

That whirring, droning sound I’d heard yesterday was back again. Reyes, Summer, and I looked around for the source. Did they have machinery within the confines of the fence? Technology? We didn’t need any surprises if things got violent. We were already outnumbered.

The man who had been sent to find Ryder was finally running back toward us. I noticed with a sinking feeling that no one accompanied him. I tapped Reyes and Summer with my foot and flicked my head at the lone man. They each gave me a curt nod. We were going to have to do this the hard way. 

Beneath the cover of the blanket, I wrapped my hand around the grip of my pistol, drew it from its holster, and clicked off the safety. 

The man reached the gatekeeper and whispered in his ear. 

Hayley sauntered closer to the wagon and draped her arm over the rail. Beneath the cover of the blanket, Summer lifted the rifle to within her reach. 

As the man whispered to the gatekeeper, the gatekeeper looked at the two sentries standing over us on the platform at the top of the fence. 

Hayley yanked her semiautomatic out of the wagon just as I brought up my pistol. I took aim and shot the archer across from me. Hayley took out several behind me in one round. I fired again and took out another one just as Zach grabbed his rifle. He fired a round at the men on the platform. Reyes flipped up his hood and leaped from the wagon, dropping down on two sentries at the gate. Summer stood, hood pulled up, shooting at pretty much anyone moving. Eli and Jin ducked for cover behind the wagon, peeked over the top, and started letting arrows fly. 

Men were scrambling to close the gate. 

“Reyes! Summer!” I yelled. “The gate!”

We ran at the gate, hands outstretched, and combined the strength of our exoskeletons to ram the gate back open before they could latch it. The men on the other side were thrown back with the force, and the gate swung open, giving us a clear view of the pandemonium gripping the city. People were screaming and running in every direction. As we walked through the opening into the compound, four archers took up a frontline position, turning themselves into a barricade. They shot at us, but the arrows bounced harmlessly off our suits. We advanced on them, and Reyes grabbed one of them by the throat.

“Jack Kenner,” Reyes said. “Have you heard of him?”

The man clawed at Reyes’ hands but managed a restrained nod and pointed down the street. 

“He’s down there?” Reyes asked.

“Yes,” the man squeaked.

Reyes gave him a shake. “You better not be lying.” And then he threw the man on the ground.

The three of us took off down the street, the enhanced speed of our suits giving us the power to cover the distance in seconds. Arrows and knives bounced off us as we went, and people ran screaming to get out of our way. Any recruiters brave enough to face us, we pushed aside. 

The end of the street was clogged by two wagons, and all the gunfire and screaming villagers had spooked the bears. Their handlers were trying to calm them, but the bears reared and strained against their harnesses. The three of us detoured between two buildings to avoid the panic-stricken animals. We emerged from between the buildings to a village center. A lot of people were gathered there, more than were at the gate, and our appearance caused a ripple of panic in the crowd. 

“There are kids here,” I said.

“I see them,” Reyes said. 

“Just aim high and you’ll hit the tall ones,” Summer said as she advanced into the mob.

The entire square went into a state of chaos. Women and children ran away from us while brave men armed with bows, knives, shovels and anything else they could use as a weapon came at us. Beyond the villagers advancing toward me, I also saw armed men running in another direction. There was a separate fight in progress.

“Over there!” I said to Reyes and Summer.

A familiar voice called my name. I spun around, searching the crowd. “In the wagon!” There, in the back of one of the wagons, were Naoki and Talon. I didn’t see Jack.

“They’re here!” I said to Reyes and Summer. “But where’s Jack?” Naoki was pointing at the fight across the square. 

“I got Naoki and Talon,” Summer said. “You go get Jack.”

Reyes and I took off at a run, bounding over the short fence and knocking over a table in our haste. There was definitely a fight in progress. I watched as a tall, dark man was ushered away just as another man hit the ground flat on his back, blood pulsing from a chest wound.

And in the middle of the brawl, kicking serious ass, was my husband. I’d finally found Jack. 
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“She’s not going anywhere,” Fadi said firmly, but Teegan was already in motion.

As she darted out from behind us, Fadi hunched forward to grab her, and as he did I tightly clasped my hands, raised them high above my head, and slammed them down onto his back.

A gunshot rang out. A gunshot! 

The sound startled everyone, and the mob in the square became agitated.

“What was that?” Ryder exclaimed somewhere behind me.  

It dawned on me that they had probably never heard the sound of a gun firing. But I had. Whoever was at the gate was definitely from the Dome. 

I only took two steps in the direction of the gate before Amos grabbed me from behind and put me in an armlock. I threw my head back and slammed it into his face. His hold on me loosened and I dropped low, slipped my arms out of his hold, grabbed him by the back of the neck, and threw him over my shoulder. Fadi pulled himself up. Still bent forward from throwing Amos, I reached for the knife on Fadi’s belt and yanked it free. He brought his fist down hard on my back before I could stand up. A surge of adrenaline shot through me at the pain, and I rammed my head into his gut and sent him flying into Ryder. Both men tumbled to the ground.

I straightened and paused to see if I had a clear shot to throw the knife at Ryder, but Fadi’s body was covering him. Ryder’s two security guards kicked Fadi off just as Amos pushed himself up from the ground and came at me. I slashed Amos across the chest with the knife and he staggered. A roundhouse kick to the gut sent him to the ground. Fadi was getting up, and just as I took a step toward him, a bullet lodged in his head. 

I spun around.

Dressed in her black, form-fitting exoskeleton with a holster strapped around her slim thigh, a pistol in her hand, and wisps of red hair the color of a sunset blowing out from beneath her hood, was Sunny. She was running right at me. 

“Jack!” she yelled. “Behind you! Duck!”

I didn’t bother to check behind me. I took her word for it and ducked. Both she and the guy in the exoskeleton with her fired their weapons. Then I recognized the guy. Big, brawny, and still awkward with a gun, it was Reyes Crowe. What the hell was he doing here?

Sunny launched herself at me, throwing her arms around my neck, and we hit the ground with her on top of me. “Jack! It’s you. It’s really you! You’re alive.”

“Suit!” I said in a strained voice. I was ecstatic to see her, but she was choking me.

She drew back to look into my face. “Oh my God, I’m sorry. Did I hurt you? Are you okay?” She smoothed my hair back and examined my face. I pulled her lips to mine. She was here. It wasn’t my imagination. My beautiful wife was here.

“I hate to interrupt,” Reyes said, shooting off a couple of rounds. “But the natives are closing in.” 

I broke off the kiss and pushed her back so I could see her face. “Do you have a flare gun?” 

She blinked and looked at me in confusion. “A what?”

“A flare gun.”

She nodded. “Ted gave me one. But it’s in my backpack.”

I took her face in both my hands and kissed her again. “God, I missed you.” Arrows came our way: two bounced off Reyes, one off Sunny, and one hit the ground beside us. I pushed Sunny up. “Where’s your pack?” 

“In the wagon, at the gate. Why do you want the flare gun, Jack?”

“Why did Ted give you one?”

It took a few seconds, but her face transformed from confusion to enlightenment. “That noise I’ve been hearing!”

“I’m not sure if it’s the Osprey or not, but a signal wouldn’t hurt.” Someone threw a knife, and it hurtled toward Sunny. “Behind you!” I yelled, as I pulled her toward me. The blade ricocheted off her suit and landed on the ground. Reyes fired two shots. 

“I gotta reload,” he said.

“I want one of those suits,” I said. “Let’s get to the flare gun.” I looked around, suddenly realizing that we were surrounded; some men had arrows nocked, others had knives. “Oh, crap.”

Sunny corralled me between her and Reyes as the arrows started flying. I didn’t like it. Truth be told, I felt a little emasculated sandwiched between my wife and her ex-fiancé. It wasn’t even a year ago that I had been kicking Reyes’ butt in the Pit. 

And then I saw a familiar face riding a bike, bowling through the crowd as she went. “Is that Hayley?” I asked Sunny as she emptied her pistol.

“Yeah.”

“You two went out on a search together?” Sunny hated Hayley, and Hayley hated everyone, especially people from the Pit. 

“No. We met up with her along the way and—” She paused and gave me a quick look. Did I see remorse there? “We’ll talk about it later.”

I had a bad feeling. “What happened, Sunny?”

“Seriously, Jack? Now? We’ll talk about it later,” she said.

“Reloaded,” Reyes said. “Here’s the plan: I’m just going to walk toward the crowd and keep firing until they get out of our way.”

It was exactly the kind of dumb plan I would expect my wife’s ex-fiancé to come up with. “Whatever, Reyes,” I said.

“I’m with you,” Sunny said to him.

“You’re not really—” The two of them started firing, and the crowd parted. Seriously? I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Hayley!” I yelled. 

She was over by the wagons where Summer was working on freeing Naoki and Talon. I waved my arm, beckoning Hayley toward me. She revved the bike, lifted her feet off the ground, and charged through the people surrounding us. 

I elbowed Sunny to get her attention and pointed to the wagons. “There’s a little girl over there. Her name is Teegan. Please get her out of here.” As Hayley approached, I stepped out from between Sunny and Reyes.

“Wait!” Sunny said. “Stop. Where are you going?”

“I told you—to send a signal to Ted.” Hayley was approaching fast, and I stepped out to meet her.

“Jack!” Sunny yelled. But even as I stepped toward Hayley’s approaching figure, Sunny covered me with gunfire. 

“I love you, and I’ll be right back.” Hayley skidded to a stop, sending up a spray of dirt. “Mind if I use this?” I asked as I relieved her of her rifle.

“Be my guest.” 

“You see that big stone chimney?” I asked, pointing. “Head for it.”

“I thought you said you were going for the flare gun?” Sunny asked in an accusing tone. 

“I have a better idea,” I said. I hopped on the bike backward so I could cover our rear. “Go!” 

Hayley took off with such speed that I was almost thrown off. It took every bit of energy I had to keep my seat on the bike while I used the rifle. I hadn’t realized how much strength I had lost from being starved half to death. 

As we raced away, I watched in horror as the mob that had been surrounding us closed in on Sunny and Reyes. I took aim and fired the semiautomatic. 

“What are we doing, Jack?” Hayley asked.

“See that big stone chimney ahead of you?” I asked and fired another round.

“What about it?”

“Drive straight into it. There are vats of oil that we need to dump on the fire to send up black smoke.”

Hayley didn’t respond right away. Then, “What the hell for?”

“I think Ted’s out looking for us in the Osprey.”

Maybe she’d heard the noise too or maybe she was just hopeful, but she pushed the bike to full throttle, ran down a few people, and literally drove straight into the plastic factory. She crashed, and we both rolled to the ground, slamming against the fence.

I got to my feet, feeling a little lightheaded. Stars clouded my vision, and I had to wait a second until I could focus. I kept the rifle ready, but when my vision cleared, I saw that no one was in the factory. Ryder had called everyone to the square to witness my disembowelment, and then the fighting had broken out, sending most people back to the refuge of their homes. This area of the compound was empty.

“Hurry up,” Hayley said, pointing to the cautious gang working its way down the street toward us. 

Slinging the rifle over my shoulder, I ran to the stone stove and took lids off vats until I found some of the black slurry. The pot was hot, but I picked it up and withstood the pain as I hurled it into the big fireplace. Immediately, the air around me became thick with smoke and fumes. 

“Ready?” Hayley asked, a note of urgency in her voice. 

She was on the bike and revving the engine. I hopped on behind her. The gang was almost to the end of the street. Putting my arms around Hayley, I positioned the rifle in front of us and aimed at the group.

“Run them down,” I said. 

She took off while I fired the semiautomatic. Men dove out of the way. We dodged a few arrows flying out from windows and ducked low as we raced down the street. Sunny and Reyes came into view. They were clearing the way. Hayley raced right by them.

“Stop!” I yelled. I wasn’t going to leave Sunny behind.

“They’ll catch up,” Hayley said. 

I was about to protest when Sunny and Reyes sprinted after us. Within seconds, they were jogging alongside the bike, with no trouble keeping up. I really was going to have to get myself one of those suits.

We were almost to the gate when I heard the whoop whoop whoop of the Osprey.
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Sunny
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I didn’t want Jack to leave the shield Reyes and I made for him in our exoskeletons, especially to send a signal to an aircraft we weren’t even sure was out there. That had not been the plan. The plan was to find Jack and go home. I’d found Jack, so now it was time to go home. So why was I covering him as he ran to get on the back of Hayley’s bike and make his way through an angry mob? What if mere seconds after finding him he died, and I didn’t get the chance to tell him he was going to be a father? Things were getting out of control. Specifically, out of my control.

Several archers directed their arrows at him, and I directed my pistol at them. 

“Sunny,” Reyes said. “We gotta go. The natives are getting the upper hand.”

He was right. They were inching closer. I watched Jack disappear down the street. He was firing at the crowd. “Ready to run?”

“Are we headed for the gate?”

“Head for the wagons. Summer’s over there and Jack wants me to find a kid named Teegan.” 

We took off at the same time, charging at the throng of armed villagers. Reyes fired at the crowd twice, and they parted, giving us a pathway out. I decided not to use my gun unless I had to, preferring to trust the impact resistance of my suit and the enhanced speed it gave me. 

We emerged from the throng to a more alarming scene. The bears were in a rage, standing on their hind legs, swatting people with paws bigger than the average man’s head. The wooden carts they were harnessed to were breaking apart under the strain. Summer was in the back of one of the wagons trying to keep her balance as she cut Talon loose. Naoki was already free and busy relieving an archer of his bow. 

“Summer!” I said to Reyes, pointing to her.

The handlers had abandoned the animals and most people had barricaded themselves behind closed doors, so there were few obstacles in our way once we reached the wagon. The deep, throaty roar of the bears was so loud and powerful it vibrated through me. One of the back wheels of the cart Summer was in had broken off, and it listed to one side. 

“Let’s get all the prisoners loose,” I said to Reyes. I climbed into the wagon with Summer and Reyes took off toward the other wagon. I pulled out my knife and started cutting the other prisoners loose. 

“Where’s Jack?” Talon asked. 

“He headed toward that big chimney with Hayley,” I said.

As soon as his hands were free, Talon jumped down from the wagon and picked up a discarded bow and some spent arrows from the ground.

I looked down the street to the gate, where the rest of our team had gained control over the walkway at the top of the fence. Jin-Sook and Eli were on one side, sending arrows at anyone who approached. Zach was on the other side with his semiautomatic. I looked around for Jack, but he still wasn’t back. Naoki had a few villagers on the run.

“Naoki!” I called. He turned to look at me. “Jin-Sook and Eli are at the gate and could use some help.”

“Jin’s here?” Naoki yelled. I nodded. “Talon, let’s go!” They set off for the gate.

“Is that everyone?” Summer asked.

I cut the last prisoner loose, and we all leapt from the wagon before it was completely torn apart by the bears.

“Jack wanted me to find a little girl,” I said. 

“Now?” Summer asked. 

The perimeter around the panicking bears was clear of people, and I was able to have a good look around. But I couldn’t imagine a little girl staying with the wagons. 

I cupped my hands around my mouth and yelled, “Teegan,” several times as I turned in a circle. I didn’t even know what the girl looked like or why she was important to Jack. Lots of kids had run home with their parents. Why didn’t this girl?

Reyes hopped out of the other wagon, all the prisoners now cut loose. “What are you doing? Get to the gate.”

“Hey,” Summer said, tapping my arm with the back of her hand. “Is that her?”

A girl emerged from behind a small house on the corner of the street. She was a tiny little wisp of a girl, with a mass of matted dark curls and filthy clothes made of animal skins. 

“Teegan?” I asked as I walked toward her. “Jack told me to find you.”

Big round eyes stared at me from a face dominated by a bright red cross on her cheek. I squatted down in front of her to get a better look. A spidery web of veins traveled away from the burn and fanned one side of her face. 

“Sunny, we gotta go,” Summer said. Reyes was beside us now, and they both had their pistols drawn and were looking nervously around us.

The girl plucked at a few strands of my hair that had escaped from my hood. “Are you Sunset?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said, kind of surprised she knew my name. “I’m a friend of Jack’s. He wanted you to come with me. Are you okay with that?”

“Is he coming too?”

“He better be,” I said, looking around for him. What was taking him so long? “Come on.” I held my hand out for hers.

“Do we head for the gate now?” Summer asked.

“I’m not leaving without Jack,” I said. “We came all this way—where the hell is he?”

“Look,” Summer said, pointing to the sky. Thick black smoke billowed up.

The sound of a shutter scraping open drew our attention, and an arrow came racing toward us. Whirling Teegan around in front of me, I used my back as a shield. Summer cursed and fired at the window.  

“I’ll go help them,” Reyes said. “You three get to the gate.”

“No way,” I said and handed Teegan over to Summer. “Please take her, and we’ll be there as soon as we can.”

Summer picked up the girl. “You have three minutes before I come looking for you.”

“Deal,” I said.

Reyes and I sprinted to the street that led to the big stone chimney. There weren’t a lot of people around anymore; most had already sought refuge in the safety of their homes. But a few brave souls with weapons were trying to stop Jack and Hayley as they gunned their way down the street against the backdrop of a tall, thick column of black smoke rising into the sky. Reyes and I shot at a few open windows to deter the archers there from loosing their arrows.

We waited for Jack and Hayley to pass us before we made our own getaway. And just before I turned away, I thought I saw a speck in the sky over by the distant mountains. I paused, squinting to see if it might be something... or just a bird. The sound of Jack yelling “Stop!” at Hayley got me moving again.

“Let’s go,” Reyes said, yanking my arm.

We ran and caught up, flanking the bike on either side to shield Jack and Hayley from any projectiles that were hurled our way. Most of the archers had taken cover in buildings by now, but as we made our way toward the gate, the street behind us started filling up with armed men again. I pointed my pistol behind me and fired a few warning shots.

The gates were wide open, the bikes still there. 

I chanced a look behind us. Now that our backs were turned and we were on the run toward the gates, the villagers were getting brave and coming after us again. The immediate problem was going to be holding them off during the time it was going to take to get the bikes out of the back of the wagon and everyone on them. The only way we could do it was to close the gates once we were through and shoot down any archers that got up to the walkway at the top of the fence. In fact, anyone not wearing a suit was going to be vulnerable to attack until we were clear of arrow range. Reyes, Summer, and I were going to have to hang back and protect their rear.

That whirring, buzzing noise was back, only this time it was accompanied by a whoop whoop whoop. I scanned the horizon where I’d seen a speck a few minutes ago and noted that the speck was getting bigger. And it had wings.
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Jack
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I’d know the sound of the AV-22 Osprey anywhere. Ted had spent every day of the past ten months in a simulator learning to fly it, and I had visited him frequently. The Osprey was truly a stunning piece of engineering. It had the takeoff, landing, and hovering abilities of a helicopter, but the wings could rotate to give it the speed of an airplane. Since the wings could be folded and tucked away, allowing it to fit into a small place, it was one of the few aircraft that had been stored inside the Dome. 

And it was a beautiful sight to see as it sped toward us. 

“Sunny,” I said in a raised voice. She was running beside our bike as we raced toward the gate. “Get your pack and fire off a flare when we get to the gate.”

“Okay.” She glanced behind her. “Watch your back.”

I turned around to see armed villagers chasing us down. If they had taken the time to remuster, get better organized, and dip their arrows in devil’s blood, then they wouldn’t have to shoot to kill. They could hit any part of our bodies and we’d drop into unconsciousness. As we approached the gate, I recognized Jin-Sook, Naoki, and Talon on the guard’s walkway at the top of the fence. They climbed down when they saw us coming. 

We drove through the gates, and I watched Sunny actually spring off the ground, sail through the air, and land in the back of the wagon. The bears were spooked, but they weren’t as panic-stricken as the animals inside the compound. Sunny pointed the flare gun at the sky and fired off two flares.

“Get the gates closed!” Hayley yelled. 

Sunny sent up two more flares. Reyes was swinging the gate shut. Arrows flew through the narrow opening, and a knife lodged in the wood. I aimed the rifle at them and fired a round, knowing if archers reached the fence they would gain high ground on the platform. 

The drone of the Osprey was loud, and I turned to see it bearing down on our location. Wings spread wide, it swooped low, rotor blades whipping the ground below into dust devils. The first two archers had just climbed to the top of the fence when the Osprey passed overhead, almost blowing them off the narrow walkway. 

The bears reared, sending Sunny flying out of the wagon. I ran to her. 

She was just getting up when I reached her. “Are you okay?” 

She nodded. “Fine.”

The animals railed against their harness with enough force to break the wagon wheels. The wagon tilted, and the bikes and a couple of backpacks slid out onto the ground. The bears bolted, dragging the broken wagon behind them.

The Osprey rounded on New Canon, the side door open and someone hanging out sending a spray of bullets at the men on the other side of the fence. The aircraft swept the entire length of the compound and kept going. I watched it head toward the tree line, still flying low.

“Pull up, Ted,” I said. 

“What’s he doing?” Sunny asked. 

He was heading straight for the trees. “Pull up!”

Sunny was putting a hand over her eyes just as the plane turned its nose up. It looked like the belly clipped the tops of a few trees, but it kept flying and gained altitude then turned back toward us. The Osprey slowed as it approached us, the wings rotating to reposition the rotors straight up, and finally began its descent. It set down a little too close, kicking up dirt and small rocks, and we had to put our arms up to protect our faces. Once it was on the ground, the engines shut off, and the wind stopped. It got a lot quieter too. 

Reyes had closed the gate, but there was no way to keep it closed on this side of the fence. The lock was on the inside. 

“Go,” Reyes said. “I’ll hold it in case they’re stupid enough to come out.” 

Sunny stepped away from me. “Get everyone in the plane. I’ll go help Reyes.”

I grabbed her arm before she could walk away. “No, you won’t. You’ll get on the aircraft.”

She took my face in both her hands and kissed me. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

“Sunny!” 

“I have my suit on, I’ll be okay. You go get Teegan. She looks terrified.” 

She pulled her arm free from my grip and took off toward Reyes. I started after her, but Teegan’s sobs made me stop and change direction. As much as I hated Sunny putting herself in danger, she was well protected in that suit whereas Teegan was alone and scared. I went and picked her up.

“Hayley,” I called out. She turned and looked at me. “I don’t want to leave the bikes behind for Ryder. There’s no telling what that nut-job will do with them. Let’s see if we can fit them on the plane.”

I scanned the top of the fence. No one was there. I imagined that most people were in their homes, terrified and with their doors bolted. When was the last time these skies had seen an aircraft? It probably looked like an alien invasion to them.

“Are you ready for an adventure?” I asked Teegan as I headed toward the Osprey. 

She was looking at the Osprey in horror. “No,” she said, shaking her head.

“There’s medicine on the plane that’s going to help you.” 

She fussed and squirmed but was weak enough with fever not to protest too strongly. Naoki was standing in the open back of the Osprey, and I passed her to him then turned to go back for Sunny. But she, Summer and Reyes were on their way, bringing the last three bikes with them. I noticed one man peeking over the fence, but he didn’t attempt to shoot at us. I fired at him just in case he got any ideas.

Sunny wrapped her arms around me as soon as she set the bike down. I hugged her close, and a lump lodged in my throat. When I felt my eyes prick with tears, I shut them tight, pulled her hood down, and hid my face in her hair. 

“I thought I’d never see you again,” I whispered. She nodded, her face still pressed against my neck. I could feel the dampness of her tears. “I missed you so much.”

She sniffed and pulled back enough to look at me. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

Silently, I wiped her tear-stained cheek with my thumb, not ready for her to ask me that question. Her image had been the only thing that kept me sane throughout my imprisonment, and I had worked really hard to keep that image pure, untainted by all the sadistic events I had been forced to live through. I wasn’t ready yet to cross that imaginary line and start sharing with her.

I pulled her back against me and hid my face in the crook of her neck in case she saw the lie in my eyes. “I’m fine.” 

Ted stepped out of the cockpit. I kissed Sunny’s forehead. “I’m going to say hi to Ted.”

Sunny took a step away so I could move toward Ted. I slapped him on the shoulder. “That was the coolest thing I ever saw, brother. How long have you been flying her?”

Ted was smiling from ear to ear. “Including today?” he asked and laughed. “You had us all a little worried, Jack.” He hugged me and slapped me on the back. “I’m glad to see you in one piece.”

“You don’t know how close I came to not being in one piece,” I said. 

My hands balled into fists as I thought about it. Ryder had been about to disembowel me in front of his entire flock. He was going to put Teegan, a tiny little girl, in a hole to sleep for the night. He’d put my friends in a hole in the ground. And as I thought about it, all of the atrocities came crashing back in on me, and my chest tightened with the kind of revenge I hadn’t allowed myself to hope for during my captivity. 

“What kind of weapons is this bird kitted out with? Bombs? Missiles? Rockets?”

Ted looked confused. “No weapons. You should know that.”

Sunny put a hand on my arm, her face a mix of concern and bewilderment. “We agreed our exploration of the continent would be peaceful, remember?”

“That was before I met Ryder. That man needs to die,” I said and turned my focus on Ted. “There’s a big house in the center of the compound where that coward is hiding. I say we fly over and give it everything we have with semiautomatics.”

Sunny glowered at me. “Are you sure it’s only Ryder you’re going to kill?” 

I looked away from the intensity of her gaze. No, it wasn’t only Ryder I would end up killing. 

I glanced over my shoulder at Teegan, who was sitting next to Jin-Sook and eyeballing Reyes and Summer with curious horror. For one so young, she had been through a lot. My memory of the recruiters raiding their settlement was still raw, and I hadn’t even been there to witness it. It was their screams that haunted me; yet Teegan was both an eyewitness and a victim. I didn’t know where her parents were, or even if they were still alive, but her sister had been with us when we first arrived at the compound, and I’m pretty sure I saw her a few times in Ryder’s house. She was most likely his newest wife.

I put my hand over Sunny’s where it rested on my arm and let my fingertips brush the material of her exoskeleton. One day in the very near future, I was coming back to this compound, dressed in my own suit, and I was going to put a bullet right between Ryder’s eyes. 

“You’re right,” I said, nodding. “Too many innocent people would die.” 

“Innocent people are already dying,” Ted said. “We have problems back home, and we’ll need every bit of our ammo.”

That had Sunny’s attention. “Is it bad?”

Ted looked at her in surprise. “You know?”

“I didn’t know before I left, Ted. I swear,” she said.

My eyes shifted from Sunny to Ted. “What the hell is going on?” 

Ted pointed out the window, drawing our attention to the archers gathering along the top of the fence. “The natives are getting restless. Let’s get out of here and set down somewhere else, and we’ll talk about it. By the way, I put together a bag for you. I figured you were going to need a change of clothes,” he said as he pulled a backpack from a shelf over the seats. He set it down beside me and returned to the cockpit.

I looked at Sunny, my mind flashing back to that moment in the compound when she looked at me with remorse and said that we would talk about it later.

“I want to know what’s going on,” I said.

But as the motor started up, Teegan leaped from her seat, ran to me, and threw her arms around my leg, demanding my attention.
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I looked down at the little girl clutching my husband’s leg, big fat tears rolling down her feverish face. Her cheek was so red with infection it looked like it was on fire. 

“Let’s take care of her, and then we’ll talk. I promise.” I had to yell over the roar of rotors. 

“There should be a medical kit onboard,” Jack said. He bent down and scooped her into his arms.

The Osprey left the ground, rising straight up, and walking became a balancing act. I looked out the small round window and watched Ryder’s city get smaller as we climbed higher in the air. My stomach somersaulted, and my palms became slick with sweat. I looked over at Summer. She was clenching her teeth, one hand gripping the edge of her seat and the other Reyes’ leg. He had his arm around her and his mouth close to her ear. Hayley was casting covert glances at them, Zach beside her. Jin-Sook, Eli, Naoki, and Talon sat side by side on a bench seat that ran vertically against the hull, craning their necks to get a look out the small windows.

I walked toward the cockpit at the front of the aircraft and leaned in between the two pilots. “We need a medical kit, Ted.” The other pilot glanced at me, but I didn’t recognize him. His name badge read “Ayers.”

Ted thumbed behind him. “In the locker behind my seat.”

“Thanks,” I said and started to leave.

“Sunny,” Ted said. I stopped and leaned back in. “Is everything good? You’re okay?”

I knew he was asking about the baby. “We’re fine, although I’m super thirsty. And I haven’t had a chance to tell Jack.”

He nodded. “There are bottles of water stored under the seats. What do you know about the fighting that’s happening back home?”

I patted his shoulder, not really wanting to have this conversation over the noise of rotors. “Like you said, find a place to set down, and we’ll talk.”

I ducked out of the cockpit, found the locker behind Ted’s seat, and took out the medical kit. It was better equipped than our first aid kits and included an antibiotic ointment with topical pain relief. Teegan wouldn’t let anyone but Jack touch her, and I wondered what had happened to lead Jack to develop a paternal relationship with the girl. 

I left him to it and found the bottles of water. I passed them out to everyone and sat in the empty seat across from Jack and Teegan. As soon as I handed him the bottle, he practically ripped the top off and guzzled it. I got up and retrieved a couple more.

The ill-fitting, loosely woven clothing he was dressed in—not entirely unlike something Grandfather in Heidi would wear—drew attention to the amount of weight he had lost since the last time I’d seen him. His beard had grown in, his hair was unruly, and he needed a shower. Yet aside from the clothes, this version of Jack was intimately familiar to me. This was the man who’d never left my side when we were in hiding from General Powell. And now as I watched him rock the girl to sleep, my heart swelled even more for him. I rested a hand over my little guy and acknowledged that he was one lucky kid. 

Teegan fell asleep just before we landed, whether a side effect of the pill Jack had given her or just exhaustion I wasn’t sure. He laid her on the bench seat and tucked a blanket around her as everyone shuffled out of the aircraft. 

Ted came out of the cockpit. “Are you two coming?” he asked, pointing to the door.

“Can you give us a few minutes?” I asked.

“Take as long as you need.” 

Jack got up and sat beside me, taking one of my hands in his. I didn’t know how to begin. Maybe now wasn’t the best time to tell him he was going to be a father, but everyone but him knew I was pregnant and it was just a matter of time before someone blurted it out. But I had absolutely no idea how he was going to react. 

The ringing silence in the aircraft was almost deafening after the roar of the engines, and it stretched on as I wondered how to begin.

“You and I have been through a lot together, Sunny,” Jack said, breaking the silence. “There’s nothing this world can throw at us that we can’t tackle together, right?”

“I know,” I said. I hoped he still felt that way when I told him about Alex, but first things first. Squeezing his hand, I raised it to my lips, kissed his palm, and then rested it against my tummy. A tiny, almost nonexistent baby bump had sprouted two days ago and felt hard as a rock, but Jack’s face didn’t register the subtle difference in my body. “I’m pregnant, Jack. We’re going to have a baby.”

His mouth opened, but no sound came out. His crystal-blue eyes opened wider as he stared at me, and then they trailed down to look at the hand he held against my belly. His fingers started to move, exploring my tiny baby bump. A smile spread across his face. “A lot of things went through my mind when you said you needed to talk...” He stopped, took my face in his hands, and kissed me. 

For a few precious moments the rest of the world receded, and I allowed myself to be immersed in our shared intimacy. I let go of the anxiety about the fighting back home and suspended my regret over what had happened with Alex. We were going to be parents, and that was a big deal; regardless of the trouble the universe was throwing at us, we deserved our moment to celebrate the life we had made together.

He pulled away and smoothed my hair away from my face. “Why would you be afraid to tell me? Why did I see remorse in your eyes?”

Our moment was over too soon. On to the other, less happy news I had to tell him. Resting my forehead against his, I took a deep breath to gather my strength. I told him everything, from the recruiters shooting me, to finding out I was pregnant, to Reyes coming with us, meeting up with Hayley and Alex, and my role in Alex’s death. Jack didn’t say anything. He just stared at me. 

“I didn’t mean to kill Alex.” I couldn’t find it in my heart to cry over him. Even though his death was accidental, he was a threat to Jack’s safety. “Jack, say something. Anything.” 

He hooked his arm around my waist and pulled me to him. I breathed a sigh of relief and wrapped my arms around his neck. “You don’t hate me?” 

“I love you way too much to ever hate you,” he said against my ear. “What happened to Alex isn’t your fault. He put you in a bad position, and you were just protecting Reyes.” He kissed my neck and then brought his face up to look at me. “I’m more upset about what’s going on back home. I thought we had made a lot of progress toward peace between the Dome and the Pit.”

“Don’t blame everyone for the fault of a few. I hold Doc, West, Powell, and Leisel responsible. They’re the ones creating all the trouble.”

“I don’t think it’s that easy, Sunny. There are still bourge and urchins, and until we bridge that gap, there will never be peace.”

I put a hand over my baby bump. “A wise person told me that our child is the first of a new generation and glorious proof that there is no such thing as bourge and urchins—only people.”

Jack laughed softly. It was the first time I’d seen him laugh since I had found him. A smile sprang to my own lips. 

“Would this wise person be Dena?” he asked.

I nodded. “How’d you know?”

“Who else uses a word like glorious,” he said fondly. “Give me a minute to get changed, and we’ll go out and talk to the others.”

He opened the bag Ted had packed for him and pulled out a set of army fatigues and boots. He shed the clothing he was wearing, letting it fall in a heap on the floor. The amount of weight he’d lost was a little distressing, but I did my best to keep it from registering on my face. 

He raised his brows suggestively when he saw me looking at him. “Don’t get any ideas, Mrs. Kenner. There’s a child present.”

I smiled. “I was just thinking that I’m going to have to make you a few good meals when we finally get home.” 

He pulled his pants on, zipped them, and did the belt up an extra notch. “You know I love you, right?” 

I nodded. He bent down and kissed me.

“I’m going to make a confession: you can’t cook,” he said with a smirk. I opened my mouth in mock horror, and he smiled broadly. He sat down beside me to put on his boots. “I was thinking that maybe I can take over kitchen duties.”

“I’m okay with that. Of course, as long as I have tomatoes, I’m good. I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed them.”

He shook his head ruefully. “Tomatoes,” he repeated, looking at my tummy. “How did I not clue in?” 

The voices outside the Osprey suddenly got a lot louder, alerting us to an argument in progress. Jack pulled his shirt over his head, and we both went to the door.

Ted had his hands on the copilot’s chest, restraining him. “Back off, Ayers!” he yelled in the man’s face.

Reyes was glaring at the copilot, poised and ready to spring at him.

“Reyes,” I said and hopped out of the plane. Wearing his suit, he could snap Ayers in two. “Don’t you dare.”

“Dare what?” he retorted in disgust, never taking his eyes off Ayers. “To waste my energy on that idiot?”

Hayley moved to stand in front of Reyes, blocking his way to Ayers. “I told you before, it was a different world back then. He just doesn’t know better.”

Reyes dragged his eyes away from Ayers and looked at Hayley. “That’s no excuse.”

“What is going on?” I asked and took a step forward. 

Jack pulled me back. “I don’t think so, Mrs. Kenner. Pregnant ladies don’t break up fights.”

“They do when they’re wearing exoskeletons,” I said and pulled my arm away.

“Sunny.” Something in his tone made me stop and look at him. His eyes bore into mine, as if to say, You’re carrying our child, and you should know better. Yeah, that was a lot of information to get out of one, short glare. But I knew Jack as well as I knew myself, and he knew me better. So the resulting guilt I experienced wasn’t entirely unexpected. 

“Are we good, Reyes?” I asked without advancing any closer.

“I’m not gonna hurt him,” Reyes said. “He’s too pathetic.”

Ayers balked at the comment and tried to push Ted out of the way to get to Reyes. Jack intervened, grabbing the man by one arm and twisting it behind his back. He wrenched it up higher, and Ayers grunted in pain.

“Stand down, soldier,” Jack commanded. 

“I’m good. I’m good,” Ayers said. 

“I’ll let you go, but if you take a step toward him, I’ll shoot you,” Jack said. I didn’t believe he would since he didn’t have his gun. Ayers nodded. Jack let him go. “Over there, and cool off,” Jack said, thumbing behind him.

“What happened, Reyes?” I asked.

“That friggin’ idiot’s blaming us for the fighting. He said, and I’m quoting here, ‘If urchins would just shut up and mind their own business the world would be a better place.’”

Jack pinched the skin on the bridge of his nose. “Ayers!” he said sharply and beckoned him over. 

Ayers jumped to attention. “Sir.”

“You will apologize to our friends from the Pit for your stupidity,” Jack said.

Ayers’ face fell into a look of uncertainty. “Sir?”

“Did you hear me?” asked Jack impatiently.

“Yes, sir!” Ayers stepped forward, rolled his eyes, and said, “My apologies.”

“I feel so much better now,” Reyes said sarcastically. He drew his hand into a fist. “We need to get back and defend our people against the bourge.”

“We don’t even know what’s going on yet,” I said. “When did you leave, Ted? And what was happening when you did?”

Ted looked at Reyes. “Can we talk about this like adults?”

Reyes curled his lip, and I took a step toward him, but Hayley moved and put her hands on Reyes’ chest and backed him up. “He can,” she said on his behalf.

Jack cocked an eyebrow and looked at me. I shrugged. I still had no idea what, if anything, was going on between those two.

Ted turned to Jack. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful or start another fight, but their army—I mean the ones wearing those suits—made a move to assassinate Powell, West, and Leisel Holt. Powell is dead. Leisel and Malcolm West have barricaded themselves in the Dome, and Leisel says she has the codes to the nuclear warheads and will set them off unless the urchins, er, I mean the Pit backs down.” 

“You think you’re leaving out a few pieces of information?” Reyes asked.

“I told Jack about the conspiracy to get Leisel into his empty seat in the Senate,” I said to Reyes. I turned to Jack. “The assassination attempt on the three of them was Doc’s idea. He knew I wouldn’t be in favor of it, so he sent Reyes with me to make sure I didn’t return to the valley before the deed was done. Just like Powell sent Alex to prevent you from ever returning to reclaim your seat in the Senate.”

“That’s not all your Doc has done,” Ted said. “He’s threatening to send a super virus into the Dome’s ventilation system and kill every bourge inside.”

“What!” I blurted. Was Ted lying? Yet even as my mind posed the question, I knew the answer. Doc had told me a long time ago that he was working on a genetically designed virus to wipe out the bourge. Is that why he didn’t want me around? In case his science experiment, aka my child, got infected?

“I take it you didn’t know about that,” Ted said.

I shook my head and looked at Reyes. “Did you know?”

“I promise I didn’t,” he said.

Jack pushed both his hands through his hair. “I’m fed up with the whole nuclear threat and now we have viruses on top of it?”

“You’re not the only one,” Naoki said. “Every time you fight, every time you threaten each other, my people hold their breath.” He stepped forward, his gaze scanning all of us. “This world can’t take another nuclear war. Grow up!”

“Hey!” Hayley said. “This has nothing to do with you or your people. Stay out of it.”

“It has everything to do with him and his people,” Jack said. “And he has every right to say something. We start setting off nuclear warheads or unleashing super viruses, we not only kill ourselves, we annihilate the entire valley.”

Hayley ignored Jack and continued to stare down Naoki. “We’ll handle our own people; you handle yours.”

Naoki’s face screwed up into an expression of scorn. “You mean by making slavers your leaders?” He looked at Jack. “Why, after so much fighting and bloodshed, did you let the slavers rule you again? We fought by your side. Our people died to help you!”

Jack’s face flushed with guilt, and I moved to stand next to him. Naoki glared at him with a pained expression, waiting for Jack to respond.

“You don’t understand,” Jack said. “We fought to be free of a dictatorship, so we couldn’t very well turn around and thrust a way of life onto everybody. We attempted to create peace between our races by allowing the people to choose their leaders and have a say over their own lives, and I stand by that. We just—” He paused and rubbed a hand over his eyes. “We just forgot to factor in all the lies, corruption, and betrayal.” He kicked at a tuft of dead grass, uprooting it and sending it flying.

“Where I come from,” Naoki said. “You have to earn your place as a leader.”

I looked behind him to where Jin-Sook, Eli, and Talon stood, bobbing their heads in agreement. 

Summer crossed her arms over her chest. “Or at the very least, don’t allow slavers to run for office.”

If this argument kept going in the direction I thought it was going, we’d be squaring off against each other before we even made it back to the valley. Hayley’s words came back to me: At least until we get home, right? Then we’re back on opposite sides of the fight. 

I took a step toward the group. “We can’t change what’s already done, and arguing about who is right or wrong isn’t helpful. The real question now is where do we go from here?” I made a circular motion with my hand to include everyone in our group. “And by we, I mean all of us. Are we going to fly back to the valley, depart that aircraft, and take up arms against each other?”

Jack moved next to me. “Sunny’s right. We are not each other’s enemy; the people threatening to blow us all up with nuclear weapons or use biowarfare are. It’s time to stop letting the Holts of the world win when we have the power to end them.”

“End them?” Hayley echoed. “What are you suggesting, Jack?”

He didn’t answer her. Instead he looked at me, seeking my approval. End them, he had said. The words rang in my ears, and their meaning seeped in. We had been fighting for freedom since our accidental marriage. Fighting for peace since the liberation of the Dome. Together we had created the Alliance, toppled the Holt regime, and reinstated democracy. And yet it wasn’t enough. We still walked a tightrope between urchin and bourge, and bourge and the Nation, trying to maintain peace and avoid bloodshed. 

I cupped the side of his face with my hand and gave him my approval. “It’s time to stop fighting for a better life and start living one.” 

“Jack?” Ted prompted.

Jack held my hand as he turned toward the group. “I’m suggesting a coup. We work together to overthrow the government.”
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Jack

––––––––
[image: image]


Sometimes I missed the days when Sunny and I faced the world on our own. Not that I wanted to live under the threat of execution again, but she and I worked well together. She was the creative one, always coming up with ideas; I was the pragmatic one, always trying to figure out if they would work. But as we sat there with ten other people trying to make a viable plan to depose our government, I totally understood the old cliché of too many cooks in the kitchen. 

I took Sunny’s hand and said to the group, “We should check on Teegan.” I led her back onto the Osprey. 

“I gotta pee,” Sunny said. “Is there a toilet onboard, or do I have to go in the great outdoors again?”

I had been on the Osprey a few times while it was being constructed and knew there was a tiny water closet. I went with her and moved the bikes out of the way so she could get the door open.

Teegan was still sleeping, and I knew it wasn’t due to the acetaminophen tablet I had given her. She was emotionally and physically exhausted. 

Sunny came out of the washroom, found her backpack, fished around under the seats, and came up with bottles of water. “Do you want one?” 

I nodded, sat down, and patted the seat beside me. She sat next to me, perched her sunglasses on top of her head, opened one of the bottles, and took a few gulps. “Your child constantly wants water, and when I give it to him, he just makes me pee it back out.”

She handed me the bottle and I drained it, still thirsty after being shot up with devil’s blood. “Him?” I asked with a smile. “I was thinking it was a her.”

“But I’ve already named him ‘little guy.’”

“That’s not a name, Sunny.”

“Better than ‘it.’”

“True.”

She looked over at Teegan. “How is she doing?”

“Her fever is down. She needs penicillin, though.”

“Can I ask how you two ended up together?”

I still wasn’t ready to go there, but I supposed I could tell her without going into a lot of details. “Ryder made her my responsibility to use her as a... kind of emotional control over me.” I huffed a disgusted laugh. “I guess it worked.”

She ran a finger down the side of my face and along my jaw. “Of course it worked. You have a big heart.”

I caught her hand and kissed her fingertips. “And I was there the night she was taken,” I said in a whisper, just in case Teegan woke up. “The men in our recruiting party came across a settlement and...” I couldn’t say anything else. I wasn’t ready.

“A settlement? By a lake?”

I looked at her. “Yeah. How do you know?”

She reached for her backpack, rummaged through it, and pulled out a handmade doll. She gave it to me. “This might belong to her.”

I stared down at the doll in my hands as the information that Sunny had been there—at the same settlement that haunted me—sank into my brain. “You were there?” 

She nodded, her face sad as she glanced at the doll. “I won’t soon forget it either.”

I realized I didn’t need to come up with the words to describe that night. She already knew. I pulled her against me, and we held each other for a few moments until she kissed my cheek and pulled away. 

Swinging her legs onto my lap, she leaned her side against the seat so she was facing me. I wrapped both arms around her legs and hugged them to my chest.

Smiling suggestively, she asked, “So, did you bring me in here to get me alone, Mr. Kenner?” 

“There’s that,” I said with a smile. “And you and I work better on our own.”

She breathed out a laugh. “They might end up killing each other before we even get back to the Dome.”

“How should we play this, Mrs. Kenner?”

“You’re asking me?”

“You always come up with the most creative ideas.”

“Creative?” she repeated coyly. “That’s an interesting word to use.”

“Mmhm.” I smiled and massaged her calf.

“Since you asked, I have been giving it some thought.” She opened her food pack and poured some water into it.

“I knew you would.”

“Remember the tunnel we used to get everyone out of the Pit? We can get into the Dome through there.”

“Leisel knows about the tunnel, though. She’s probably taken steps to close it off.”

“But she doesn’t know about these suits,” she said, tugging the sleeve of her exoskeleton. “Even if the tunnel is barricaded, it’s still a weak point we can get through.”

“Okay, say we get through. How do we get to Leisel without her setting off the warheads? The Dome’s full of cameras, and she’ll see us coming.”

“Jack, have you ever wondered if there are actually any warheads? I mean has anyone ever seen them?”

“Do you think the Holts have been bluffing for almost three hundred years? That would be the biggest con job in history.” 

“I don’t know, I’m just saying what if.”

“What if they’re real?” I countered. “I think it’s better to err on the side of caution.”

“Okay, so we need to come up with a way to get to Leisel without her setting off the warheads.” She took a drink of water. “The last time I needed to get into the presidential suites, she fell for my ploy to make a trade for you. We can come up with something like that again.”

“She’ll be a lot harder to fool this time around.” 

“Maybe we could disable the cameras. Or you could hack into the main computer and take control over the camera feeds like you did when we first met. Remember? That’s what you did to sneak me into Leisel’s the day of the wedding. You did it again after the wedding, when we were locked up in your apartment.”

“I need to be inside the Dome to do that. And if I could get inside the Dome unnoticed, then I could just go straight for Leisel and not worry about the cameras.”

“So we need to get in unnoticed.” She suddenly sat up straight, almost spilling her mush. “It might be a long shot but... before I left on the search, Doc showed me something he had been working on. Metamaterial, he called it.” She looked at me with bright, excited eyes. “It’s invisibility, Jack.”

I tried not to laugh. “Invisibility, Sunny?”

“You laughed about nanotechnology until you found out that Doc’s nanobots healed you. And you didn’t think these suits were conceivable until you saw mine in action. Is invisibility really that impossible to imagine?”

She was right. I had been proven wrong too many times. “I have a confession to make,” I said. “Doc’s nanobots are still working. I should have died several times by now.”

Sunny smiled, leaned forward, and gave me a big kiss. “I was counting on it. It’s how I knew you were still alive.”

“So how does this metamaterial work? Is it a suit or something? Can he replicate it?” 

“First we need to figure out how to get it from him,” she said. “I mean if he’s holed up in his lab threatening to unleash a super virus, he might not open the door to me. The whole reason he had Reyes come on the search was to make sure I didn’t come back too soon. Although I’m not sure if he wanted me out of the way because of my influence with the Alliance or to protect our baby from his designer virus.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “Doc hates the bourge. Why would he care about our child?”

She took a deep breath. “Because he’s interested in Jack Kenner’s baby. He said there’s a chance the nanobots could become a genetic trait and be passed on to offspring.”

I looked into her eyes to see if she was joking. “Are you being serious?” She nodded. “Did he say if they could hurt the baby or not?”

“He seems to think it will be a good thing.” She laced her fingers through mine. “You’re still alive, so I have to agree with him. In fact, he said if he can perfect the technology, then mortality rates will be greatly reduced.”

“So it’s not really my baby he’s protecting, it’s his science experiment.” That made sense. Doc wasn’t exactly a touchy-feely kind of guy. Just the opposite, in fact. If I weren’t so confident that Sunny could handle herself, I wouldn’t want her anywhere near him.

“He said he only had two test subjects for the technology, you and your offspring.”

“So we have something to negotiate with.”

“But Doc is also a senator and one of the people we’re trying to overthrow. He may not want to negotiate.”

“Doc doesn’t want to be a senator, so he’s not going to care if we kick him out,” I said. I remembered how disengaged he always was when he had to attend Senate meetings. He rarely contributed to the conversation. Seemed bored most of the time. “We know the only reason he ran for election was to get you to agree to head up his militia. What if one of the reasons he wanted to keep you close was so that he could have access to me?”

“That seems a bit extreme, Jack. Why wouldn’t he just make another cocktail and try it on someone else?”

And just like that, the pieces suddenly fell into place. “He probably has, and it hasn’t worked. I’m willing to bet I’m his only success story and he wants to find out why.”

Sunny studied me for a moment. “Think of all those patients he had access to in the hospital.”

I nodded. “That’s right. A guy like Doc wouldn’t let an opportunity like that slip by.”

“So what are we going to do?”

“I’m going to volunteer to be his guinea pig in exchange for a metamaterial suit,” I said. “And then I’m going to slip into the Dome and put an end to this nuclear threat.”

“What about the virus?”

“Do you really think he’ll use it and risk killing me and my offspring?”

Sunny looked scared. “I pray he won’t.”

***
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It was truly amazing that it only took us a few hours to return to the valley after having spent almost two weeks tied up in the back of a wagon to reach Ryder’s city. The short trip didn’t give us a whole lot of time to work out the details of how to orchestrate the coup, but since we’d planned a strategic strike, we didn’t need a lot of people involved. Where we needed our armed personnel the most was in securing the city by enforcing a curfew, shutting down communications, and securing military inventories, equipment, buildings, and communications. We determined the Senate House was most likely empty. My dad and Malcolm West were both in the Dome; Powell was dead; the Doc was holed up in his subterranean lab; and I was here. The only senator who was a wild card was David Chavez, but Ted said rumor had it that he and his family had gone into hiding when they received death threats after Powell’s assassination.

Our first stop was the Nation. As much as Naoki and Jin-Sook wanted to help, Sunny and I didn’t want them involved in a decades-old fight between the Dome and the Pit. Their people had suffered too much and helped enough already. What I wanted Naoki and Jin to do now was take the message to Dena and the other Elders that the fighting was about to come to an end, regardless of the outcome. If they wanted to pack up and get out of the range of a possible nuclear explosion, then they should have the opportunity to do so. If we were actually successful in our attempt to overthrow the government, then things in the valley were about to change for the better. We owed the Nation a lot yet couldn’t promise them anything.

It was tough to say goodbye to Naoki. I didn’t envy him the task of breaking the news about Ryan to Ryan’s family and friends. But what weighed most heavily on me was how Naoki was doing mentally. I still didn’t know what had happened to him at Ryder’s city. I knew where he’d spent his nights, which was troubling enough. I had no idea where he’d been forced to spend his days. As we said our goodbyes, I heard myself say, “One day soon we’ll finish what we started in that city we attempted to explore,” and he looked at me gravely and said, “Yes, we will, Jack.” The Osprey rose in the air, and I watched them walk home to the Nation.

Sunny never left my side, and I noticed she was always touching me. Her eyes constantly probed me, searching, asking silent questions. I tried to put on a brave face, but the effort was becoming exhausting. I knew if our roles were reversed, if she was the one who had been captured, I would behave the same way. We didn’t keep secrets, and we had been through far too much together to start. Silently I promised myself that I would talk to her when this was all over. When we could finally go home, free from the threat of war or dying from a virus or a nuclear bomb, and curl up together in our bed, door closed to the outside world, holding each other, I would tell her everything. 

But between now and that eventuality, we had a bit of work to do.

Teegan was still asleep, despite the noise of the rotors and the gravity-defying sensations of landing and taking off. I checked her breathing a few times, just to make sure, but it was even and her heartbeat strong. The acetaminophen had taken down her fever, and a quick check under the bandage showed me the antibiotic ointment was helping. She still needed penicillin. 

“We’re coming up on the city now,” Sunny yelled above the noise of the aircraft.

We crowded around the entrance to the cockpit, trying to see out of the front window. After weeks of seeing nothing but rocks, trees, and earth, the clean lines of the pitched roofs with solar panels, grid-like city blocks, and buildings crafted with replicated materials looked shockingly out of place. Yet it was also comfortingly familiar. I was finally home. 

Ted steered the Osprey toward the main street of our city, swooping low to get a look. I’m not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t the scene in the street below. The main intersection in town was congested with a sea of people engaged in a fight. Fists were raised, people were beating one another, and fallen bodies were being trampled. 

“Coalmine hiring again?” Reyes asked dryly. 

Hayley screwed her mouth to one side and shot him a look. “This time try to stay out of my way.” 

I braced myself to break up an argument, but Reyes didn’t say anything. His lips just curved into a half smile. I looked from one to the other. Were they flirting? 

I shook my head and concentrated on what needed to be done. Ted swooped low and did a flyby over the riot. People scattered, startled by the noise and the appearance of the aircraft. 

“We have to break up that fight before we can invoke a curfew,” Hayley said.

Reyes rubbed his hands together. “I’ll go.”

“Ted, do you think you can set her down on the street?” I asked.

“No way,” he said. “I’m not that good yet.”

“Is there any way to get us down into the thick of it?” 

Ted shook his head. “The hoist isn’t hooked up yet. I kind of commandeered this bird before she was completely finished. I’ll set her down on the field at the end of the street.”

“The three of us can make an impression,” Sunny said, pointing to herself, Summer, and Reyes. “Hover over the riot, and we’ll jump. How do you open the back hatch?”

I grabbed my wife’s arm before she could go any farther. “You are not jumping out of this plane.”

Ayers unstrapped himself from his seat, came into the back, and opened the back hatch.

“It’s okay, Jack,” Sunny said. “We’ve already done some gliding in these suits. It’s easy.” She turned her attention to Ayers. “Do you have any rifles onboard?”

“Weapons locker,” Ayers said and moved toward it. He took out three rifles and handed them to us. “Safety is on.”

The back hatch was open, and the air in the cabin was sucked out and then rushed back in. The ground below us moved by in a blur until we came up on the main street, and Ted slowed, eventually bringing the Osprey into a hover. The wind generated by the rotors whipped up anything not nailed down in the street, and people ran for cover. The aircraft was breaking up the riot for us.

“See you on the ground,” Reyes said, and without so much as a hint of fear, he ran down the ramp and jumped. 

I grimaced, drawing a breath through my teeth, preparing myself to see him go splat. But he didn’t. He dropped clear of the plane, spread his arms in an arc, and glided to the ground. 

“I really want one of those,” Hayley said.

“Me too,” I said.

She looked at me, smiling. “I wasn’t talking about the suit.”

That caught me off guard. I looked at Sunny. “I was.”

Sunny smirked. “I know.” 

Summer was getting ready go, looking a little nervous. Sunny put a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to jump.”

She brushed off Sunny’s hand. “I’m okay.” She took a deep breath, blew it out, and then ran down the ramp. Her exit wasn’t very graceful, but the suit took the impact when she hit the ground. She jumped to her feet and gave us a thumbs-up.

Sunny hugged me. “Get Teegan to the hospital, and I’ll meet you there as soon as I can,” she said. Then she looked at Hayley. “I’m glad we’re fighting on the same side.”

“Me too,” Hayley said.

And then my wife jumped out of the plane.
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Sunny
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The Osprey had pretty much taken care of crowd control for us. The few who were still brawling were already being pulled apart by Reyes; the rest of the people remaining were in military uniform. A short distance away, someone was shouting orders for soldiers to escort rioters back to their homes. It took me a moment to recognize it was Bron. Next to Jack and me, Bron was one of the head organizers of the Alliance. I was willing to bet that most of the soldiers here were Alliance and under her command. 

Summer was heading toward Reyes, who was putting a quick end to the fighting, and I followed after her. I was surprised to see Mica, Raine, and the other six members of our elite militia emerge from the sea of Dome uniforms. Bron waved and walked in our direction, a few soldiers trailing behind her.

“Welcome home, Commander,” Raine said to me. 

Heat crept into my cheeks and I tried my best not to look awkward about being called that. It was the title Doc had bestowed on me as the head of the militia, and I still wasn’t comfortable with it.

“I see you’re out in the open,” I said, motioning toward his suit. “Doc’s finally okay with that?”

Raine nodded. “More than okay.”

“Is Doc still in hiding?” I asked.

Raine shrugged. “He’s where he usually is—down in his lab with the door locked. I’m not sure you’d call that hiding.”

“That was quite an entrance,” Bron said. She looked in the direction of the retreating Osprey. “Were you able to find the men?” 

I nodded. “Everyone except Ryan.” 

She gave me an affectionate hug. “Your mom’s been worried sick about you.”

Bron and my mom had always been friends in the Pit, but since our liberation they had become best friends. Bron was a regular visitor in our home.

I hugged her back. “How is Mom?”

“She’s doing okay. We’re all a little tense lately.”

“So I hear. What’s happened since we left?” 

“Leisel Holt and Malcolm West are in the Dome, and it’s completely locked down,” she said. “No one is allowed in, and no one is allowed out. She says she has the codes for the nuclear warheads, and she’s going to set them off unless everyone from the Pit is rounded up and put in the corrals.”

“Yeah, like that’s going to happen,” Reyes said.

“My parents are in the Pit,” Summer said quietly.

I squeezed her hand, wishing I could give her some assurances they were fine, but I couldn’t. I turned to Bron. “Is that what started the riot?”

Bron nodded. “There are folks who think if they do what Leisel Holt wants, she won’t set off the warheads.”

Summer snorted in disbelief. “You mean the bourge actually tried to put us in the corrals?”

“Someone called a town meeting to try to persuade everyone from the Pit to go peacefully to the corrals to avoid being nuked. Tempers flared, accusations were exchanged, and it soon digressed into a fistfight.”

Mica crossed his arms over his chest. “How much you want to bet that the Pit is going to be blamed for the riot.”

One of the soldiers with Bron stepped forward. “Like you’re faultless in all of this? You people assassinated General Powell!”

“Stand down,” Bron told him.

Mica took a threatening step closer to the soldier. “That man used to hunt ‘us people’ on the range for sport. And now you want to round up ‘us people’ and put us all back in the corrals? How long before you people start hunting us for sport again?”

I positioned myself between the two men. “Mica, back off,” I said. “No one is going into the corrals.” He eyed me warily, gave the soldier one last threatening look, and walked away. I turned back to Bron, who was pointing for the soldier to leave. He did.

“And that’s how things got heated up today,” Bron said. “It’s bad, Sunny. Between the threat of the nukes and Doc’s super virus, everyone is ready to snap. And if that happens, a lot of people are going to get hurt.”

“Not if we can help it,” I said, motioning in the direction the Osprey had gone. “We made a pact on the way here to relieve every senator of his duty to the government, but since there doesn’t seem to be a government left, that’ll be the easy part. The hard part is going to be neutralizing Doc and Leisel Holt.”

Bron’s eyes opened wide. “You’re going to what?” She pointed to the mountain peak that housed the Dome. “Leisel Holt is just as crazy as her old man. I strongly advise you not to make her mad.”

“Then what do you suggest, Bron? Give her what she wants? Round up everyone from the Pit and put them in the corrals?”

Bron opened her mouth to say something but then closed it. She gave me a hard stare. “How can I help?”

***
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Jack wasn’t thinking very clearly if he thought for one minute I was going to let him get anywhere near Doc and his designer virus. If there really was a virus, I wasn’t convinced Jack would be immune to Doc’s hatred. Even if Jack was the only successful recipient of the nanobots, that didn’t mean Doc wouldn’t make another successful attempt in the future. Yet how often would the chance to study the offspring of someone injected with nanobots come along? That was a longer shot, and it was why I was willing to gamble that Doc wouldn’t endanger my baby.

There was a hidden entrance to Doc’s lab in the caverns through his office in the medical center. But since the comings and goings of a militia through the med center would raise suspicions, we had created a concealed entrance in the trees behind the medical building. As I arrived in the subterranean hallway, I took off my sunglasses and let my eyes adjust for a moment. Doc had installed cameras in the hallway, so he was probably already aware that I was here. I walked the short distance to the reinforced door and hit the buzzer. There was no response at first, so I pressed the button again. Finally the door opened.

Doc was in his usual spot, at his table with his computer monitor in front of him. The whir of replicators was louder than usual, and I wondered what he was up to. He didn’t look surprised to see me.

“I just made a pot of tea,” he said. 

I motioned toward the refrigerator. “Do you have any tomatoes?”

He exhaled a laugh. “I would have sent for some if I had known you were coming.”

“Surprised to see me?” I asked, sitting in the empty stool across the table from him.

He glanced away from his screen to stare at me. “Not really. You’ve proven yourself to be quite capable on many occasions. However, you have completed your mission more quickly than I thought you would. I trust you were successful?”

“I was, thank you. Jack is home.” 

“Excellent. You must be delighted.”

“I’m very happy.” I tilted my head to one side and appraised him. “Are you happy he’s back?”

Some emotion that I couldn’t quite determine flickered across his face. “The Senate hasn’t been the same without him.”

“No. It certainly hasn’t. Although I’m happy he wasn’t here when you decided to assassinate bourge senators.”

Doc’s face remained emotionless. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “I would never have harmed Jack Kenner. He’s too important to my research. But don’t expect me to apologize for wanting to get rid of the others. Powell and West should never have been allowed to run for office. In fact, I’ve uncovered enough evidence to prove that they fixed the election.”

“So why didn’t you just share that information with everyone? Have them removed from government?”

Doc jerked forward, an angry glint in his eyes. “I’m not going to make the mistake of playing by the rules with men like Powell and West. If the rules were fair, if they had any moral basis at all, those men would have been tried as war criminals and sentenced to death.” He slapped his hand on the table, startling me. “Why the hell are we still playing their game? It’s bloody well time we played our own.”

“Does that include killing every bourge with a super virus?” 

His angry expression softened, and his mouth drew into a contrite line. “There is no bourge virus. I haven’t been able to isolate a gene specific to them yet.” I could see no apology in his eyes, only regret. “But I wasn’t going to let Leisel Holt’s threat go unanswered.”

I blew out a sigh of relief. “So you were just bluffing.” 

“There are lots of viruses, Miss O’Donnell, and I haven’t discounted infecting the Dome with one. It’s a completely sealed environment and would pose little risk to the population outside.”

“Aren’t there still a few people living in the Pit? Summer’s parents are there.”

He dropped his gaze. “A small price to pay to stop the threat of nuclear annihilation.”

“Or,” I said, leaning toward him, “you can make me invisible and I’ll infiltrate the Dome and neutralize Leisel.” 

“And by ‘neutralize’ you mean?”

“If I can do this without killing her, I will.”

Doc mimed spitting, complete with the noise. “She’s the last of the Holts. She should have died with her father.”

“I know you hate her, Doc, but not everyone does. She has a loyal boyfriend, Desmond, who is a trained soldier. The West family has adopted her since her father’s death. She has friends among the Dome’s most influential families. If we kill her, someone will come looking for revenge, kick up a stink, and make a public issue out of it. David Chavez is a prime example—he and his family have received death threats since Powell’s assassination.” I put my hand over one of Doc’s. “Three hundred years later, and the War still hasn’t ended. Someone has to stop it, Doc. And I know how much you hate it when I talk about it, but the Alliance is the way. It’s the common ground between bourge and urchin.”

He paused, studying me as he considered what I’d said. “Metamaterial doesn’t provide complete invisibility,” he said. “I haven’t perfected the technology yet.”

“Is it complete enough to fool the cameras in the Dome?”

He nodded. “Especially if you stick to the shadows.”

“Do you have enough of it made?”

“I can fashion you a cape in a reasonable amount of time.”

“Then let’s get to work.”
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Teegan was in the hands of the doctors, tucked into a hospital bed and hooked up to IV antibiotics. She screamed at the top of her lungs when they stuck her with the needle and tried to rip it back out, but someone brought in a bowl of pudding to distract her. It was the first time she’d tasted chocolate. I tried to leave her a few times to go in search of Sunny, but she was too agitated to let me out of her sight. Four hours later she was finally asleep.

I was a little agitated myself. Sunny should have met me at the hospital hours ago. Was there trouble? I exited the hospital and was greeted by a nearly empty street. A few armed sentries patrolled the sidewalks, but otherwise there were no pedestrians to be seen. The effect was a little eerie, and for a moment I wasn’t sure which direction to go. Then I saw Ted coming out of a building and ran to catch up with him.

“What’s the latest?” I asked.

“Everyone is still in a stand-off, and Mom and Dad are stuck inside the Dome with that lunatic,” Ted said, frustration giving his voice a hard edge. 

I was concerned too. Tact and diplomacy weren’t exactly Mom’s strengths, and I almost hoped Leisel had everyone under house lockdown so Mom wouldn’t have the opportunity to aggravate her or the Wests. 

“Have any communications come out of there yet?” I asked.

“None. The Dome was built to be sealed off, and it is. Where’s Sunny?”

“I don’t know. I was hoping you knew.”

“I thought you two were going to see Doc to get an invisible suit,” Ted said with a smirk.

“Yeah, it sounds stupid, but...” I glanced at my brother out of the corner of my eye and wondered how he would react to the knowledge that I couldn’t die. “Nanotechnology is real. I have... personal knowledge of it.”

“Do you have a suit too?” he asked. “Because those things are sweet. I want to know how I can get one.”

“No, I don’t have a suit, but I’d like...” And then a thought occurred to me. Would Sunny go to Doc alone for fear of me being infected with a virus? Was she going to head off to the Dome on her own? “I gotta go.”

I ran in the direction of the medical center, wracking my brain to remember where the entrance to Doc’s underground lab was. I had only been there twice, but if I remembered correctly, it was about twenty-five feet into the woods directly behind the medical center, sandwiched in the crevice between two large boulders. I prayed Sunny wasn’t there alone, in a locked office with that madman. If he was capable of killing a bunch of bourge, who’s to say he wouldn’t kill her too since she was a bourge lover? 

I left the back parking lot of the medical center and entered the forest, dead leaves and pine needles crunching under my feet. I was so intent on saving her that I almost ran right into her.

“Jack,” she said, a little startled. “What are you doing here?”

I took a moment to catch my breath. “No, what are you doing here? You were supposed to meet me at the hospital.”

A guilty blush stained her cheeks. “I thought it was best to deal with Doc on my own.”

“He’s a madman, Sunny!”

“He’s a little eccentric. And he really does hate the bourge, which is why I thought it was better to talk to him by myself. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me.”

I grabbed her by the shoulders. “Sunny, I will lose it if you pull another stunt like you did last year. You should never have gone into the Dome without me.” 

It was a moment I couldn’t forget. Right after the battle with the bourge, as we were securing Powell and his soldiers in the corral, she’d just disappeared. I had been insane with worry, and then she’d called me from the Dome. From President Holt’s office! It was a nightmare. And there was no way, after spending the last few weeks tied up and forced to endure one atrocity after another without being able to lift a finger to stop them, that I was about to go through it again. 

“You don’t leave my sight! Do you understand me?”

She grabbed my wrists, her eyes wide with shock. “Jack! What’s gotten into you?”

I folded her into a hug and pressed her against me. “I’ll kill anyone who touches you.”

We stood quiet for a few minutes, hugging each other. How many times over the past two weeks had I dreamed about holding her against me? Feeling her warmth, her breath against my neck, her strength seeping into every inch of me? And when I finally had her right next to me, my first reaction was to be angry with her.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

She pushed a little bit away from me so she could see my face. “While I was helping Doc put together the cape, I realized something: it was a year ago today that I was sent to serve at your bachelor party. A year ago today that Leisel Holt put into motion her plan to betray us both, frame you for treason, and try to claim the title of president for herself.” She traced my bottom lip with her finger. “You and I have come a long way since then. The Dome and the Pit have come a long way. But Leisel Holt is still playing the game. She’s still trying to become president.” Sunny took my face in her hands and kissed me. “Let’s go finish this, Jack. Let’s finish the game.”

There were no tears in her eyes. No fear for the journey she was about to embark on. No fear of dying. But what she didn’t understand was that she and the child she was carrying were my world. And I was still reeling from all the evil our planet held. Could I take the chance of losing them?

“But what if she wins?” I asked.
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The riots had stopped, and the streets were now devoid of people, save for the official-looking Domers patrolling the sidewalks. I wondered where the Pit militia was. They should have been there, alongside their equals, ensuring peace while we tried to defuse Leisel Holt. 

Jack and I borrowed a bike parked in the street and set out for the hidden entrance to the Pit. There was something poetic, if not a little desolate, about Jack and me racing out of an empty town all on our own, headed back to a place we hadn’t stepped foot in since we’d left it last year. Jack’s question—What if she wins?—echoed through my thoughts, and I clung to my husband tighter, refusing to believe that all of the hardships of the past year had been for nothing. That years of slavery and suffering would never be avenged. That in the end a Holt would triumph and finish the job they had started three hundred years ago.

If ever there had been any doubt in my mind that Leisel was not my sister, the fact that she could so conscionably threaten thousands of people was overwhelming proof that she was not. She was a Holt through and through.

The sun was just beginning to set as we passed the corrals. Jack turned the bike offroad and navigated the stony trail to the tunnel. Oddly enough, I wasn’t afraid. It was as if we had always been meant for this moment, Jack and I, and it occurred to me that defeating Leisel had never been about saving ourselves. From the very beginning, we had accepted that we would eventually be executed, and so we lived our last days in the name of saving humanity, making alliances, bridging enmity, and falling in love along the way. The seeds of betrayal so carefully planted by Leisel had failed to produce their crop. Solidarity had grown in their place. 

The hidden entrance to the Pit was located at the base of the mountain peak that contained the Dome, through a crevice and at the back of a cavern. It was a small, narrow tunnel that had formed due to a collapse. It was thought that the collapse occurred during the first major battle with Domers last year, but since it was located in a closed-off section of the Pit, it could have happened at any time and gone unnoticed. The truth was that prior to liberation, both the Dome and the Pit had exceeded sustainable living conditions, and excavations to make room for a growing population had to stop because we were coming dangerously close to the outside world. Now that I lived in the outside world and knew of all the caverns that ran beneath the valley, I wondered how it hadn’t happened earlier.

As we came up to the entrance to the Pit, we were surprised to see several soldiers milling around.

“Uh oh,” I said. “What are they doing here?”

“They probably caught wind of what we were up to.” Jack slowed the bike and brought it to a halt. 

I tensed, ready for a battle, but the soldiers did the unexpected. They formed a line and saluted us.

“What the...” I said.

We dismounted the bike and one of the soldiers stepped forward. “We’re proud to serve the Alliance, sirs.” He motioned to the others. “And we all appreciate the risk you’re about to take.” He stood aside to give us access to the entrance.

Jack saluted them and I breathed a dumbfounded thank you.

We crawled through the crevice, followed the light coming from the far end of the cavern, and came upon a sight I thought I’d never see in my lifetime: Domers and urchins working side by side. Yeah, I knew we had managed to overcome our differences to look for Jack, but throughout the entire search there had still been an underlying current of mistrust, epitomized in Hayley’s declaration that when we returned home we’d be fighting on opposite sides again. And yet there they all were: Reyes, Summer, Hayley, Ted, Bron, Raine, Mica and a few others I didn’t recognize. Even Ayers, Ted’s bitter copilot, was getting his hands dirty clearing rocky debris away from the entrance to the Pit.

Hayley was the first to notice us. “Hey, I was beginning to wonder if you two were ever going to make it.”

I thumbed to the backpack slung over my shoulders. “I had to stop and get something.” 

“Hey, Ted,” Jack said. “You didn’t tell me you were on your way here when I saw you in town.”

Ted shrugged. “Bron was just leaving town with a group of Alliance. She said she was coming here to help pave the way for you two, and I asked to come along. Brought some help with me too,” he said, motioning to Ayers.

Ayers rolled his eyes. “Penance, I guess.”

“So you two don’t think you’ve had enough of the Holts?” Ted asked. “You’re going back for more?”

“Yeah.” Jack laughed softly. “Life’s been kind of boring lately. We thought we’d spice it up.” He walked to the entrance and examined the debris that barricaded it. “Was this a natural cave-in?”

Reyes paused in his efforts to move the boulder he and Mica had been working on. “No way,” he said. “We had that tunnel braced well enough to last for at least a hundred years. My guess is that a charge was set off from the inside.”

Bron nodded. “I worked in the Pit for over thirty years, and if there’s one thing I had complete faith in, it was a miner’s ability to stabilize a mine.”

Mica snorted. “When you actually live in the mine, it’s called home maintenance.” 

Reyes laughed, teeth flashing against his dirt-smeared face. These were the boys I remembered from the Pit, coming up from the coalmines always joking about something, even when there was nothing to joke about. It both warmed my heart to see their bond and saddened me knowing how it had been forged. 

I looked over at Summer. She was moving rocks, but I didn’t think the tension I saw on her face was due to exertion. When the Dome doors had been opened last year, a lot of people had decided the great outdoors was not for them. They were too scared of radiation poisoning, or the sun was too bright, the air too cold or too hot, and on and on. The truth was, the biodome, including the Pit, had been the only home we had ever known, and some people were afraid to leave its safety. Summer’s parents were two of those people. 

I walked to where she was working at removing debris. Her face was dirty and her hair stuck to her sweaty forehead. “How are you doing?” I asked, shrugging off my backpack.

“How do you think?” she countered, without pausing. “I’m praying to a god I don’t even know that Leisel Holt hasn’t shut off the ventilation system. Or that the explosion she set off to block this tunnel didn’t cause more cave-ins.”

I dug into the debris, working alongside her. 

“Hey, Mrs. Kenner,” Jack said, pausing in his task to look at me. “Pregnant ladies don’t pick up giant boulders.”

I cocked an eyebrow at that. “But they go on covert missions to defeat evil whackadoodles who have their finger on a button to set off nuclear warheads?”

“That’s different.” He threw a rock onto a pile of other rocks. “If a nuclear warhead goes off, we’re all dead.”

“We could use a drink of water, Sunshine,” Hayley said. 

I rolled my eyes. “You know my name’s not Sunshine, right?”

“Yeah, I know.” She smirked, although I was pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to see it. 

“We’re through,” Raine called out. He had been wedged into the tunnel and backed out of the narrow opening. “There’s one big rock on the other side that needs to be moved, but the ceiling will go if we don’t brace it first. Where are the jacks?” 

A large pack sat off to the side, and Reyes grabbed it and took it to Raine. 

It took about fifteen minutes to get the jacks in the right place and about two minutes with the combined strength of Reyes and Raine’s exoskeletons to roll the boulder out of the way. Smaller rocks clattered to the ground when the big rock was moved, but the ceiling of the tunnel stayed in place.

We crawled through single file and gathered on the other side. The air was thick with all the dirt and dust that had been kicked up by moving the rocks. The smell of coal was especially strong and nostalgically familiar. While everyone from the Dome coughed and put their hands over their mouths, Reyes drew a big whiff in through his nose. 

“We’re home,” he said. 

“I can’t say I missed it,” Raine said.

“This way.” I headed toward the door that would take us into the main part of the Pit. 

A lot of debris from the charges that had gone off to seal the entrance cluttered the way. I was worried we would have to do more excavating to get through the doors, so I was relieved to find them clear. We entered the second level of the Pit and headed toward the stairs.

Although the sun had set outside, the lights were still on in the Pit. I recalled that the circadian rhythm of the Pit was out of sync with the sun and moon. By my calculations, we still had a few hours of light down here before the bong bongs tolled and the lights went out. 

“How much farther?” Hayley asked.

“To what?” Reyes asked.

“To the Pit,” she said.

Reyes gave her a confused look. “You’re here,” he said, just as we came upon the stone staircase. She stopped dead in her tracks. 

An expression of horror marred her pretty features. “Jesus Christ!” she said, her voice catching on a choke. “This is where you lived? This is the Pit?”

Ted’s eyes scanned the enclosed hallway, taking in the low ceiling, the rock walls, and the uneven floor. “Even when Mom threatened to send us down here if we didn’t behave, I didn’t imagine it was this bad.”

Jack elbowed his brother and glanced at us. I shifted my gaze to let him think I hadn’t seen it.

“I’m going to go check on my parents,” Summer said.

I turned to Jack. “I’m going to go with her and make sure they’re all right.”

He nodded. “We’ll go see what we’re up against getting into the Dome.”

I kissed him. “Be careful. I’ll be up soon.”
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It was strange to be in the Pit with barely a soul living here. I was used to crowded stairwells and hallways, standing in line to get my rations, and constantly bumping shoulders with someone else. Now the stairs and hallways were empty, devoid of the sound of the thousands of voices from those who had inhabited the Pit. A layer of dirt and coal dust was becoming thick in the unused areas of my former home. 

“It’s kind of creepy now,” I said to Summer.

She shrugged. “I have dinner with my parents here every Sunday, so I’ve gotten used to it. I usually bring them blackberry wine. I hope they don’t mind that I didn’t bring any this time.”

When we reached the sixth level, we followed the sound of voices to the common room. We nearly gave the ten occupants in the room heart attacks when we walked in. 

“Summer!” Mrs. Nazeem said, jumping up. “I’ve been so worried about you.” She hugged her daughter and then me.

“Me?” Summer exclaimed. “You’ve been sealed in here with a madwoman. Has she cut off your air? Food? Water? Are you okay?”

Mr. Nazeem waved her concerns away. “Leisel Holt’s just like her father—nothing but hot air.” He motioned toward the television screen in the room. “Every morning she comes on and tells us life in the Dome will continue as it always did before the doors were ever opened. That it was too soon to leave and everyone outside is doomed to die from radiation.”

A man sitting at a table raised his finger in the air and did his best impression of Leisel Holt. “We are the future of humanity and still bound by the terms of the treaty.”

The woman sitting beside him laughed. “Yep. Hot air, all right.”

I looked for the camera that used to be in this room, watching our every move, but it hadn’t been replaced since it had been broken during the uprising. “How many people are still living down here?” 

“I’d say about seventy, give or take,” Mr. Nazeem said. 

“You guys might want to get out of here for the night,” I said. “Jack and I are going to have a chat with Leisel Holt, and I don’t know how ugly things will get.”

“We’ll spread the word,” Mrs. Nazeem said.

I touched Summer on the shoulder. “I think while I’m here, I’ll go have a look at my old place. There was some stuff belonging to Dad I always meant to come and save. I’ll meet you upstairs.”

I left the common room and headed toward my old home. The foreign, lonely silence was completely at odds with the familiar route to my family home. I must have walked it at least a million times. The crack in the floor that Summer and I had always jumped over, firm in our belief that if we stepped on it the entire Pit would come crashing down. The recessed alcove that Reyes and I had always used as a make-out room. The hundreds of apartment units that looked all the same, and yet I could pick my home out from among them without even looking. 

Even on the inside, our apartment looked the same as every other. It was a small shack with a couple of chairs, a sink, a few cupboards, and a small bedroom off the main room. And even though it looked the same as every other unit, it was different. Our scent—my mother, my father, and me—still clung to the walls, the towels stacked in the cupboard, the mattress my parents had slept on, my bedroll, and our blankets. The wooden floor was worn smooth where I used to sit in front of my mother while she colored my hair with coal or eased away my headaches with her gentle fingers. The chair my father had always sat in was still pulled up to the table where he would spread out his books and philosophize about the future of the world. 

I choked back a sob as I ran my hand over his chair. A part of me still didn’t want to admit that he was gone—wanted to believe he’d escaped from President Holt, made it outside, and had just kept on running. That one day he would come back and ask if the coast was clear, and I could tell him that it was, that he had nothing left to fear. But so far that hadn’t happened, and every once in a while the thought crept into my head that he was gone for good. 

I went into my parents’ bedroom in search of his beloved books. Stolen by my mother, who worked in the Dome’s library, they had been his only possessions. And more than once I’d thought about coming back to retrieve them. I lifted their mattress. Each one—six in total—lay flat and hidden underneath it. I gathered them up and took them back to the table. Sitting in my father’s chair, I opened them, selected familiar passages, and let my mind wander back to a time when the house had been filled with love. My vision was blurred with tears by the time I reached the last book, my father’s favorite. It was a collection with one piece he treasured above all others: Pacem in Terris: Encyclical Letter of Pope John XXIII On Establishing Universal Peace in Truth, Justice, Charity, and Liberty, April 11, 1963. 

The door creaked open, startling me. Jack stuck his head in, and I quickly wiped my eyes.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

I cleared the lump from my throat. “Yeah,” I lied.

He came in, the door closing behind him. “You don’t look okay.”

My mouth twisted into a frown and I motioned to the books on the table. “My dad’s,” I said and cleared away another lump. 

Jack grabbed the other chair in the room, my mom’s, and pulled it up to the table. “What kind of books?” he asked, picking one up and leafing through it. 

“Nonfiction political stuff. My father fancied himself an intellectual. He was always coming up with counterarguments to whatever political rhetoric the Holts were trying to shove down our throats.” I held up his favorite. “He read this to us so many times.” 

Jack took the book from me and looked at it. “Pacem in Terris,” he read aloud. “What does it mean?”

“It’s Latin for ‘peace on earth.’” 

He turned a few pages and scanned them. “He underlined this passage: ‘The progress of learning and the inventions of technology clearly show that, both in living things and in the forces of nature, an astonishing order reigns, and they also bear witness to the greatness of man, who can understand that order and create suitable instruments to harness those forces of nature and use them to his benefit.’”

I nodded, remembering my father’s discourse well. “My father was convinced that the existence of the biodome and the preservation of technology was a divine act and that the Holts were getting it all wrong. My dad underlined passages like, ‘A human being has the right to respect and—’”

“‘...dignity of the human person,’” Jack cut in. “I think your dad was on to something. We should have been listening to him instead of Damien Holt.” He closed the book then picked up my hand and kissed it. “I’m glad I got the chance to meet him.”

I stroked the side of his face. “Me too.”

He drew in a deep breath and let it go. “The charges are set around the door, so we’re ready to blow it whenever you are.”

I pushed my dad’s chair back from the table and stood, taking a last look around my family home. “Ready,” I said.

He stood and held his hand out to me, and as I laced my fingers through his, I remembered the first time I’d ever placed my hand in his, a year ago, when we’d decided to take on the Holt regime. It filled me with as much strength now as it had then. 
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Jack
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The stone stairs of the Pit were just as narrow and worn as I remembered. Not that I’d ever told Sunny, but sometimes I had nightmares about living down here. Like Ted had pointed out, it was worse than anything we had ever imagined. Aside from the stale air, coal dust, and poorly lighted enclosed spaces, I had the overwhelming fear that the Pit would cave in on me at any second. And as much as it scared the crap out of me, I was glad I’d experienced life down here. It gave me a better understanding of my wife, strengthened our bond, and gave me insight into the issues that plagued our two races. 

Although we were not two races; we were the same. We had just been segregated by unjust politics. Justice was overdue.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Sunny as we climbed the stairs.

“A little nervous.” 

“Only a little?”

She squeezed my hand. “I’ll be honest,” she said, a little out of breath from the stairs. “I’d like nothing better than to take you home, shave that beard off your face, and make love to you.”

I pulled her off the stairs into a hallway and thoroughly kissed her. My body responded to her warm soft curves, and for a fleeting moment I thought, Why not go home? Why not let someone else deal with Leisel Holt? Why was it always us?

Sunny pulled back a little and stroked my beard. “I could get used to it,” she said. She looked around us. “You know what level we’re on?”

I shook my head. “Nope. I didn’t bother to check.”

“Fourth level. Our apartment is just down there.”

It was a tempting thought. I kissed her neck. “We should go check it out.”

She groaned softly. “If only we didn’t have a bunch of people waiting for us to save the day.” 

I slumped against her in disappointment. “If only.” 

She pushed against me, and I straightened. “Let’s get this over with so we can go home.”

Neither of us mentioned that we might not make it home. 

“Did you get the metamaterial or whatever it is?”

“Doc made me a cloak that goes over my head,” she said, shrugging her backpack off her shoulders. “It’s kind of like a ghost costume.” She opened her pack and took something out. It looked like nothing, but since I couldn’t see her hands, I knew she was holding something.

“That’s amazing. It actually is invisible.” She gave it to me, and I held it up. If I shifted it I could see something—like a variance in lighting that caused a subtle shimmering effect. “Did you get two?”

“No. There was only enough material to make this one.”

“Then I’ll wear it, and you stay down here.” I wasn’t okay with Sunny facing Leisel on her own... or facing Leisel at all, for that matter. 

“Nice try, Jack,” she said, plucking the garment away from me. “But it’s just my size. It’ll be too small for you. There’s no way you can be invisible with your feet and hands showing.” She draped the cloak over her arm and half of her went missing. “Plus I have my exoskeleton and you don’t. I’m safe, Jack.”

“And yet I still have a problem with letting my pregnant wife sneak into the tiger’s den all by herself.”

She kissed me, took my hand, and pulled me back to the stairs. “Come on, Jack. They’re waiting.”

***
[image: image]


“There are going to be two doors to get through,” Bron said to everyone. “This one and then the big steel doors into the Dome. It’s standard procedure to guard both doors, but over the years we got slack with the rule because of our confidence in the steel doors to prevent anyone from the Pit getting in. Under the current circumstances, they might be adhering to standard procedures.”

Bron was the only Pit guard among us, and she knew the tactical measures they would be taking on the other side of the door. We still weren’t sure just how many guards would be on the other side. Although the number of people in the Alliance now far outnumbered Domers, there were still a fair number of soldiers loyal to the Holt family. Leisel wouldn’t have a huge army in there with her, but she would certainly have some security. 

“And you know where the switch is to open the steel doors, right?” I asked her.

“Behind the security desk, next to the steel doors. Try to get the doors open before reinforcements are sent.”

Hayley handed me a communicator, and I clipped it to the strap of my gun holster.

“Won’t a reinforcement team come through the doors?” Reyes asked.

“No,” Hayley said. “For security reasons, on-duty personnel are in the defense wing of the Dome, by the hangar. If there’s an uprising, the first protocol is to ensure the steel doors remain sealed and the president is protected.”

“I can get to the switch,” Sunny said. “Just keep the guards busy.”

“I can get to the switch too,” Reyes said with purpose.

“If Leisel knows the Dome has been successfully infiltrated, she might decide to go ahead and blow the warheads,” Sunny said. “We get the door open, I slip through, and then you guys retreat back to the Pit and make them think they won.” She wagged a finger in Reyes’ face. “Don’t show off the power of that suit until you have to.”

“If we don’t hear from you in forty-five minutes, Reyes can go ahead and show off all he wants,” I said and held up my gun. “And I will too.”

Ted clapped me on the back. “We all will.”

“Are we ready?” Hayley asked.

Sunny put on the cloak, disappearing in the fabric. My stomach clenched. I wasn’t ready for any of this. My mind started swirling with the idiocy of it all. She was my wife, she was pregnant with my child, and I was letting her do this?

“Ready,” Sunny said.

“I changed my mind,” I said. “This can’t happen. Give me the cloak.” I held my hand out, but she didn’t give it to me. “Sunny,” I said and made to grab her arm, but she wasn’t there. “Sunny!” I yelled. But she was gone.

Before I had a chance to find her, hold her one last time, tell her how much I loved her, Hayley had set off the charges. Rapid machine gun fire followed, bullets whipping through the open door. 

Reyes and Mica were already creeping up the stairs toward the opening where the door used to be. They returned fire, forcing the guards to seek cover. 

I took the stairs two at a time. “Sunny!” Still no answer from her. 

The rat-a-tat-tat of machine guns sounded again, and I flattened myself against the wall. I watched in fascination as Reyes and Mica were both drilled with bullets and not one penetrated the suit.

“I’m going to get one of those when all of this is over,” I said.

Reyes shot me a lopsided smile. “Good luck getting Doc to make you one.” He shot another round through the door. 

Summer and Raine came farther up the stairs to stand behind Reyes and Mica. 

“Is she through?” Summer asked me.

“I don’t know.” Staying against the wall, I walked the last few steps to the open door and peeked around. In the five seconds I allowed myself to look, before they saw my head and started shooting, I took stock of what we were up against. “Six guards. Reinforcements are probably already on the way.”

More gunfire. And then there was a commotion. I heard someone yell, “I didn’t open it! I didn’t touch it!” And then an order: “Get that damn door closed.”

“I think she’s in,” Summer said.

I peeked around the corner again just in time to see the doors closing, and I wished I knew if she had made it in or not. I unclipped my communicator, the urge to call her strong, but I put it away. A message from me right now would give away her position. The most I could do was stay close to the door, out of the thick rock of the Pit that blocked communication signals, and wait to hear from her. 

Then the sound of reinforcements sent us into action.
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Jack reached for me, and I stepped out of the way, letting his hands grab at thin air. It was hard enough on both of us without dragging it out. I knew what it would do to me to watch him go, but at least I was clothed head to toe in a suit that was indestructible. I was fast, armed, and bulletproof. Jack was not. So using the enhanced speed my suit gave me, I had dodged his outstretched hand. Then Hayley blew the door, and before the smoke even cleared, I ran through the opening straight for the security desk. 

I half expected every guard in reception to turn their guns on me and start firing. But I passed through unnoticed. I stood at the security desk, and from my vantage point, I could see the switch to open the door. But if I leaned over the desk, my boots might show. The cloak was a little longer than floor length to ensure my feet remained covered, and I had to hold the cloak out a bit so I wouldn’t trip. Three of the guards were hiding behind the desk, and I waited for them to muster the courage to join the fight and get out of my way, hopefully before reinforcements showed up.

Gunfire sounded in the Pit, and I saw Jack’s head peek around the corner. The lead guard motioned for the others to take up strategic positions, and finally two of the guards cowering behind the desk moved. As soon as they were out of the way, I quietly walked around the desk and past the one guard left behind it. As my cloak brushed against him, I stopped and held my breath, waiting for him to turn around and grab me. Not that I was afraid of him, but this was our only shot at getting to Leisel undetected. But he was too wrapped up in cowering from the gunfight to notice me. 

I got to the switch, counted to three, pushed it, and ran as fast as my suit could take me to the opening doors. The lead guard reacted immediately, and the guard cowering behind the desk jumped up to shut the door. I slipped through and then paused to look around.

The big fireplace that dominated the main reception area was lit with its fake flames, and a half-finished drink sat on the coffee table in front of the big overstuffed chair beside it. There was a time when I thought this was the biggest, most beautiful room I had ever seen, but that was when the only place I had ever been in my life was the Pit. After a year of living outside and becoming accustomed to the blue of the sky, the green of the plants, and all the vibrant colors of the earth, the room looked small, tired and faded. 

I crossed the reception area to the grand staircase. Holding out my cloak, I climbed, remembering another time I had walked these stairs shrouded in a gown: Leisel and Jack’s wedding. What a terrifying day that had been. When I wasn’t fretting over being shot by an assassin, I was worrying about being caught posing as the bride. At absolutely no point during that wedding did I ever think things would work out the way they had. Yet here I was, married to Jack Kenner and pregnant with his child, climbing the grand staircase once more to finally finish what had begun on these very stairs one year ago. Only I wasn’t scared this time around. Experience had made me wiser... not to mention my exoskeleton made me stronger than any bulletproof vest. 

I left the grand staircase and suddenly stopped. I hadn’t thought about how to get into the elevator or open the door to the stairs without being seen on camera. The Dome was practically empty, so it wasn’t as if people were opening doors that I could slip through. Positioning myself between the stairs and the elevator, I waited. Someone was bound to come eventually.

About ten minutes later, just as I was about to give up and risk being caught, the ding of the elevator sounded. But it was downstairs, in the reception room, and not on this floor. I walked to the elevator and pressed the button, hoping they would think it was just a malfunction or something. The hum of the elevator came closer then stopped, and the doors opened.

Three Domers were on it. 

“Who hit the second floor?” one of them grumbled. He punched the keypad.

I hesitated to the point where I almost didn’t make it, but at the last second I hopped on and held my breath.

“There’s no way it can be Jack Kenner,” said the one who had punched the keypad. 

“One of the guards says he was sure it was him,” one of the others said. 

“I’ll pass it on to Senator West. Right now your priority is to secure the presidential wing.”

I really needed to breathe. Would they hear one breath? 

The elevator door finally opened. I tucked myself into the corner while they rushed out and then exited before the doors shut. Four doors led to four different hallways: Holt, West, Powell, and Forbes. I was on the presidential floor. The tactical squad I was trailing rushed into the Holt wing.

Desmond, Leisel’s boyfriend, was in the hallway shouting orders. His uniform had a lot more stripes than the last time I’d seen him, and I figured his girlfriend had given him a promotion. It wasn’t really surprising. More than ninety percent of the Dome’s security forces had left as soon as the doors were opened. Very few people continued to live inside. And by the look of it, Desmond took his position very seriously: he barked orders for soldiers to guard the stairwell and the elevator and to line the hallways. He reminded them all of how successful Jack Kenner had been at getting his forces up here last year and demanded there not be a repeat of that event. He spoke into his communicator requesting an update on the rebels at the Pit door and gave a satisfied nod when he was told the rebels were being held at bay. No one had gotten through.

Rebels. It was almost laughable. 

I trailed Desmond, knowing he would eventually lead me to Leisel, even though the activity in the hallway made it almost impossible to stay out of everyone’s way. One Domer actually bumped into me, and I braced myself for him to blow the whistle. But he just stepped back, an angry set to his face as if ready to reprimand whoever had gotten in his way, and realized no one was there. With a blush, he looked around to see if anyone had seen him. 

A very serious young soldier marched military-style toward Desmond, stopped in front of him, and saluted. “Sir,” he said, “the presidential floor is secured.”

“Thank you, soldier,” Desmond said. He looked at another guard with several fewer stripes than he had and said, “The rebels have retreated. Find out if they were from the Pit or if the Pit has been infiltrated. The entire biodome needs to be sealed within twelve hours.”

I wondered what was going to happen in twelve hours.

“Yes, sir,” the guard said, saluted, and left. 

Another guard with only one less stripe than Desmond stood waiting for orders. “I’m going to go update President Holt,” Desmond said. “You’re in charge until I get back.”

President Holt? I was in so much shock I almost forgot to follow Desmond when he headed toward the presidential suites. I don’t know why I had been expecting Leisel to be in her own apartments. Of course she would move into her father’s bigger, more luxurious suites. But president? 

Desmond was so preoccupied with the rebel attack that it was easy to slip unnoticed through the door with him. The presidential suite was just as I remembered. Even the bloodstain from the guard Bron had shot and killed was still on the carpet. Leisel was sitting on the sofa, Malcolm West by her side. Both were impeccably dressed and groomed. Camera ready, I thought. Two drinks stood on the low table in front of them—Leisel’s favorite blackberry wine.

“Pardon me, President Holt and Senator West,” Desmond said. “There’s a report that it’s Jack Kenner leading the rebels. If that’s true, then they have broken the seal in order to get into the Pit.”

West waved his hand in the air, as if throwing the thought away. “Impossible. Kenner’s dead by now.”

“Are the rebels still there?” Leisel asked.

“Yes, but they haven’t breached the reception area, and the doors to the Dome are closed,” Desmond said.

“We need to confirm whether the seal in the Pit has been broken,” Leisel said. “Please attend to that, Desmond.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said and left.

Leisel looked at West, a hint of sadness around her eyes. “Do we know for sure Jack is dead? Has it been confirmed?”

West turned a fatherly expression on her. “There’s no way he’s making it back here.” He patted her hand.

“But my sources tell me that Ted hijacked the Osprey to go out and look for him,” she said.

“Leisel, my darling girl. Don’t worry about the Kenners. They’re not a threat to us. If the seal in the Pit has been broken, we’ll have it fixed as soon as the rebels have been brought to heel. Tomorrow we begin again and put this entire unfortunate year behind us.”

That didn’t sound good. What were they planning?

“The warheads,” Leisel said, a definite note of uncertainty in her tone. She stood, hugged her arms and rubbed them as if she were cold, and took a few steps away from Malcolm West. Her eyes roamed in my direction, and I swore she looked right at me. She even had a puzzled look on her face. But then she turned around and faced Malcolm. “Are you sure we’ll be safe?”

West stood, pausing a moment to adjust his cufflinks and suit jacket. “I wouldn’t have suggested it if I wasn’t sure. This was an eventuality that your father and I anticipated. The contingency plan is well thought out and solid. However, if your conscience won’t allow you to go through with the plan, I’d be happy to execute it on your behalf.”

She tilted her head to one side and gave him a bland look. “You mean give you the codes.” 

West nodded. 

“You think I’m a weak president because I’m a woman, don’t you?”

Malcolm smiled at her indulgently. “Of course not, Leisel. You’re every bit as brilliant as your father. But”—he paused for effect—“it may not be the best idea to begin your reign with so much blood on your hands. That’s how your clan began their rule, and we all know the turbulent history of Edward Holt’s life and his eventual assassination.”

Warheads. Codes. Blood on her hands. They were planning to set off the nuclear warheads, but it sounded like they were hoping to live through it.

Leisel shifted her arms to cross them over her chest. “I’m not Edward Holt or my father!”

“I never meant anything by—” West began, but Leisel cut him off.

“Of course you did! You talk down to me, calling me ‘my darling girl’ instead of addressing me as ‘President Holt,’ as you should. And do you actually think that I don’t realize that giving you the codes to the warheads is the same as handing over my power?” She uncrossed her arms, balled her fists, and turned away from him, staring straight at me again. Her angry glower faltered slightly as she looked in the corner where I was standing, that puzzled look back again. She swung back toward West. “Please leave. I need some time alone.”

“Leisel, my darling—” West stopped himself. “I mean, President Holt. Please. We need to talk this through.”

“We’ve talked it through,” Leisel said. “The plan goes forward as we discussed, Senator West.”

West looked relieved. “I’m at your beck and call if there is anything you need.” He bowed, walked to the door, and left. 

The room was really quiet with only Leisel and me in it. I was suddenly conscious again of how much noise I made breathing. I was also beginning to worry that my stomach might growl. Now’s not the time, little guy. If only Leisel would leave, or go to bed, or something, I could go into her father’s old office and look for the codes. But I still had no idea where they would be. Holt’s computer had already been confiscated and thoroughly searched. 

Leisel picked up her drink and walked to her father’s old office. Her office now, I corrected myself. Her pantyhose swished as she crossed the room, her shoes making a spongy whisper as they sank into the carpet. I used the sound to cover my own movements as I tiptoed into the office behind her. She set her drink on the table, went to the bookcase, and stopped in front of a shelf lined with well-worn binders. Taking one out, she walked the few steps to the desk and sat down, placing the binder in front of her. She stared at it for a few minutes and then rested her face on the heel of her hand, pensively looking around the room. When her eyes came to where I was standing, her face crinkled into a quizzical expression.

“What?” she said and got up out of the chair. 

She was walking right at me. My heart had been operating at an elevated rate ever since I had slipped inside the Dome, and now it started hammering. Prickly sweat broke out on my forehead as she bent down to touch something—touch me! I was already in a corner, and she was blocking my escape route. And then her fingers poked through a hole in the cloak and touched my knee. A bullet hole. It must have happened downstairs with all the gunfire. 

She recoiled with a look of horror and staggered back. “What the hell!” 

At this point I could run. Leisel was completely overcome with fear, and it would take her a few minutes to collect herself and call for Desmond. But then I would have accomplished nothing, and they might get the opportunity to go through with their plan.

I whipped off the cloak. Leisel’s fear turned to startled horror, but my hand was over her mouth before she could scream.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Leisel. But I will,” I said. 

The terror in her eyes transformed to contempt as she looked at me. She wrapped her hand around my wrist and attempted to wrench it away from her mouth. I held fast. She pulled again. I stuck my leg out behind me and kicked the office door shut. 

“It’s just you and me, okay?” I said and took my hand away from her mouth. 

“How did you get in here? Where did you get that?” She pointed to the cloak.

“I’ll tell you all about the cloak if you tell me about the codes.”

“So Jack is downstairs? He’s the one leading the rebels.” A slight look of relief shone in her eyes.

“You mean you’re glad he’s back? Could it be Leisel Holt has grown a heart?”

She scoffed. “Get out.”

“Not without the codes.”

She sneered. “Who do you think you are to come into my office and demand anything from me? You were nothing when I scraped you out of the Pit, O’Donnell, and you’re still nothing! Now get the hell out before I have you killed.”

I studied Leisel for a moment, a little perplexed that she was already losing her cool. Manipulation was normally her first line of attack. 

“Could it be that you don’t have any codes, and that’s why you’re upset?” I asked. “Were you lying to Malcolm West, and now you’re afraid he’s going to find out?”

Her lip curled up. “I don’t lie.”

I waved both my hands, gesturing for her to stop. “Leisel, you’re talking to me. I’ve lost count of the number of times you’ve lied.”

She huffed out a sarcastic laugh. “It’s because of me you’re married to Jack in the first place, and that seems to be working out just fine for the both of you.”

My eyes widened. “You’re jealous?”

Squeezing her eyes shut and clenching her teeth, she rubbed a hand across her brow. With a clipped tone, she asked, “Why are you here, O’Donnell?”

“To finish the game, Leisel. The one you started playing a year ago in an attempt to become president.”

She threw her arms out and dropped them back to her sides. “Looks like I’ve won. I’m President Holt. But I’m sure if you see Desmond on your way out, he’ll have a consolation prize for you.”

“And as the newly appointed President Holt, your first order of business is to set off the nuclear warheads and... what? Blow up the valley? Start over?”

As her anger rose, her face turned red, and I was suddenly reminded of Damien Holt. There was no way this woman was my father’s daughter. She was too much like the man who’d raised her. 

“If I had known what a pain in the ass you would turn out to be, I would’ve killed you myself at the wedding!” she yelled.

We were both startled when Desmond rushed through the door with a gun in his hand. I pulled up my hood just as he fired two shots at me. Leisel ran behind the desk, grabbed the scrapbook, and held it to her chest. Desmond looked at me, then at his gun, then at me again. He fired two more shots. The bullets crumpled when they hit me and fell to the floor.

“Kill her!” Leisel screamed at him.

“I’m trying to!” 

I kicked him in the stomach and sent him flying into the wall. While he struggled to catch his breath, I took out my gun and shot him in the leg. Then I grabbed Leisel’s desk and dragged it against the door. 

I unclipped my communicator. “Jack?” I waited. 

The communicator crackled, and Jack’s urgent voice came over the line. “Sunny? Are you okay?” 

“Send the militia up to the president’s suites. There was gunfire, so the guards will be storming the place any second now. I don’t have the codes yet, but I have a good idea where they are.” My eyes trailed to the scrapbook Leisel was clutching.

“We’re on our way,” Jack said. “Stay safe.”

I clipped my communicator back onto my holster. “I’ll take that scrapbook.”

Her eyes were wide with fear again. “Why couldn’t he kill you?”

“This suit,” I said, running a hand down the side of my exoskeleton. “I’m completely bulletproof, and in a way, I have you to thank for that too. The man who designed this exoskeleton was inspired by the bulletproof vest you gave me.” I paused, thinking about how much my life had changed since Leisel’s betrayal. “You know, if I hadn’t met you, I’d probably still be living in the Pit, a slave. Isn’t it ironic how things turned out for us? I mean, here I am in a supersuit, married to the man of my dreams, living free under the sun.” I walked over to her and put my hand on her shoulder. “Thanks, Leisel. Now I’ll take that scrapbook.”

She jerked her shoulder away from my touch. “It’s just a scrapbook, O’Donnell.”

“Then you won’t mind giving it to me.” 

She clutched the scrapbook tighter, thinning her lips into a hard line. 

“It’s over, Leisel. Even if you wanted to set off those warheads, we broke the seal on the Pit. The Dome isn’t safe from radiation. You’ll just end up killing yourselves.” I motioned to Desmond, who was losing consciousness. “And he’ll die soon from blood loss if he doesn’t get medical attention. Do you really want to lose the only person in your life who loves you?”

We heard the outer door of the suites splinter from gunfire. One more door to get through, and her security team would be in the receiving room right outside the office. My suit would protect me from bullets, but if there were enough guards between here and the staircase, they might be able to overwhelm me. Would I run out of time before Jack and our militia got to me?

There was no way I was going to fail. As long as those codes existed, there would always be the threat of nuclear devastation. 

“This comes to an end now, Leisel.” I pointed my gun at her. 

The inner door to the suites crashed open, and I turned my head for a split second. In that second, Leisel clocked me under the chin with the scrapbook. My head snapped back, and I was momentarily dazed. 

“I’m in here!” she screamed.

And still, I couldn’t bring myself to kill her.

I punched her in the face and felt her cheekbone shatter under my knuckles. She crumpled to the floor. The scrapbook fell beside her, and I picked it up, grabbed the cloak, and threw it over myself just as the office door began to splinter.

The guards broke through and pushed the desk out of the way, weapons ready to fire. The doorway was clogged with Domers, so I waited quietly in the corner. Someone used his communicator to call for medical help. The Domer in charge stood in the middle of the room scratching his head, looking from Desmond to Leisel.

“Did they shoot each other?” he asked. 

“President Holt isn’t shot. She has a contusion on her face,” said one of the guards.

Another guard was pointing to Desmond. “And the one who’s shot is the one with the gun.”

“Maybe he punched her and then tried to kill himself?” the Domer in charge mused.

“By shooting himself in the leg?” the other asked. 

“How do you explain it? No one else was in here.”

A commotion in the hallway and the sound of gunfire drifted into the office. 

“What’s going on now?” asked the Domer in charge. He was about to leave the office when the body of a guard flew past the open door. He backed up a step. “What the—” he began, and then he was thrown back into the office.

Summer stood in the doorway. “Sunny?”

I took off the cloak. “Here I am.”

The two other guards in the room jumped. Summer pointed her pistol at them and motioned for them to leave the office. 

She smiled mischievously, saluted me, and said, “The Dome is secure, sir.”

I smiled back. Not once during the ten months I had led the militia had anyone ever saluted me or called me sir. 

Jack stepped up behind Summer, saw me, and almost pushed her out of the way to get to me. “I’ve been going out of my mind. It’s been almost an hour and we agreed on forty-five minutes.”

“Jack, I’m okay.” 

He hugged me so tight my feet left the floor, and he nuzzled the side of my face with his beard. I hugged him back with my free arm, my other hand still clutching the scrapbook. He set me down and shifted one of his hands to my belly. “Both of you?”

I nodded. “We’re both fine.”

“Did you get the codes?” he asked, looking down at Leisel. “Is it over?”

“I think the codes are in here,” I said, handing him the binder. “Leisel and Malcolm West were planning to reseal the Dome, destroy the city with the warheads, and start again.”

“Reyes and Mica have gone to arrest Malcolm West,” Jack said. 

“What about your mom?” I asked.

“Ted’s gone to get her.”

“It’s really over?” I asked.

He pushed back my hood and kissed me. “It’s really over. Time to go home, Mrs. Kenner.” 
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Epilogue
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Sunny
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Four months later...

It was a beautiful late August morning as we gathered with the Nation for our first joint annual Spring Tournament. August was a little late for a Spring Tournament, but we all decided it was better late than never. Our spring had been a little busy with the search for Jack, Naoki, and Talon, and then there was the whole coup that we staged, and then trying to transition to a new government. And since we hoped that our new government would include the Nation, the Elders were very agreeable about waiting until we could organize a joint celebration.

The transition to a new government hadn’t been easy since our people had been in a state of discord. Although all agreed on having a democratic government, none could agree on who should be in power. In the interim, the Alliance took control of the city, invoking martial law and ensuring the peace was kept. As the founders of the Alliance, Jack Kenner and I were voted to lead. I had never really considered myself a leader—Jack was always the diplomat, not me. But ours was an interim government until a new one could be formed, and we intended to accomplish a lot with the short time we had.

My father’s books and his handwritten notes in the margins became our inspiration for the path to unity between bourge and urchin, and it helped us define our role as custodians of the science and technology preserved in the Dome. My father left behind an important legacy wrapped up in a simple message: that every person has the right to dignity, respect, and freedom. And from his philosophies, our council derived a new name for our city, which was presented to the citizenry for electronic vote. Today we would sign the paper that would sanction that name.

The tournament was our first official gathering since the coup, and I was glad to see that spirits were high. Leisel Holt and the nuclear warheads were no longer a threat. The scrapbook we’d seized from her had been examined time and time again, but it was Doc who found the codes—on his first pass through. The writing on the back of a prewar photograph of Edward Holt and President Taylor revealed the longitude and latitude of the warheads, with the codes to launch them written below. As soon as we had the location of the warheads, steps were taken to disarm them.

Leisel Holt recovered from her broken cheek, though she now had a chip in her throat as she languished in one of the corrals, behind barbed-wire fencing. So far she was the only female prisoner in what we had declared to be the female prison. The male prison had a higher population and included Malcolm West and Desmond. There was talk of putting Doc in prison as well. After all, he threatened the bourge with annihilation via biowarfare. But when his work in nanotechnology became known, the people elected that he be allowed to continue as a free man. So he was given a state-of-the-art laboratory, complete with a staff of scientists watching his every move. We seized his computer and confiscated the information on it. The nanotechnology stored in the computer banks was shared among field experts, and the science community buzzed with excitement over the discovery. It had an unexpected unifying effect among the population since it wasn’t just biological applications stored in the banks: solar energy, electronics, more efficient replicators, and the blueprints to a host of other applications were there too. The current prediction was that in just a few years, many surgical procedures would become a thing of the past and we would no longer rely on fossil fuels.

With the expansion into nanotech development, exoskeletons were custom-made for every soldier of the Alliance. Metamaterial was more problematic. In a city where two cultures were trying to get along, accessible invisibility wasn’t a good idea. So the use of metamaterial was being applied solely to the Osprey in order to explore our post-nuclear world peacefully and without arousing fear or inadvertently drawing the wrong kind of attention. As custodians of the legacy of humankind, we owed the world much, but we weren’t equipped to handle an influx of people just yet or concentrate our energies into defending our borders against a possible attack. Ryder was one known enemy, but we still didn’t know much about the northerners, the scorchedlanders, or people to the west. And the possibility that others like us, who had weathered the nuclear storm in a bunker, wasn’t out of the question either. More nuclear warheads might even be hidden throughout the continent.

Jack still planned to return to Ryder’s compound and exact justice, but for the time being he was preoccupied with our city and his role in the Alliance. Teegan had made a full recovery and lived with us now. Jack promised her he would find her family and bring them back to live in our city. In the meantime, she liked going to school every day and was growing attached to video games. Today, she was attending the tournament with my mother, part of the congregation who had come to watch the skill of the warriors on the field and participate in the celebrations.

Everyone at our head table stood as the first of the warriors proceeded onto the field. Since the tournament was a decades-old tradition of the Nation, we followed their customs and their lead. It was held on their training field, not far from the hotel in Dena’s barangay. Keeping with tradition, the procession was very formal. The Elders, Jack, and I were seated at a head table while the warriors were led out onto the field. Naoki had been chosen to lead the Protectors, an honor that was bestowed upon a Protector who had shown great courage and strength during the year. We had more difficulty in choosing a leader for our troops, but in the end we all agreed on Bron in recognition of all she had done for the Pit and to bring the Alliance together. 

The discord that ran between bourge and urchin wasn’t lost on Dena or the rest of the Elders. Although they were amenable to forming a friendship with us, they were still wary. Jack and I knew we owed them a huge debt of gratitude for the sacrifice they had made in freeing the slaves from the corrals and their assistance in freeing the Pit, so we sent electricians and energy experts to repair the geothermal plant and wire all the barangays before winter. We also supplied them with medicines and promised to share our food during the long winter months. 

But our goal remained to join our society with the Nation and share the valley in peaceful harmony. Dena, in her ultimate wisdom, drew our attention to their customs: even though the six barangays that made up the Nation were separated by distance, ties between their communities were strengthened by blood. Family ties were the backbone of their culture. The annual Spring Tournament was an important event in creating and maintaining those family bonds, as it was the yearly event where the People could meet prospective mates from other barangays. Arranged marriages weren’t uncommon, so Dena didn’t think twice about suggesting that a marriage between our nations would go a long way to strengthening ties, reminding us that blood was stronger than treaties. I was immediately against the idea, as I felt that everyone should have the right to fall in love and marry someone of their own choosing. But Jack’s mother talked Ted into presenting himself as a possible mate for one of the People. I knew the Kenners were politically motivated. Jack had been groomed for Leisel and willingly agreed to marry her in order to get his family in power. Yet I hated to see the brave, stoic face Ted put on in order to “do his duty.”

But today was a celebration, spirits were high, and I refused to dwell on anything that brought me sadness. Our community needed a weekend of festivities.

Naoki led the Protectors, bringing them into formation in front of the head table. The Protectors stayed to one side of the field, leaving the other side for our troops. Bron marched onto the field, our soldiers behind her. Our military wore the black uniform designed for the Alliance. Exoskeletons, rifles, and advanced technology of any kind were banned from the games. Soldiers would use their basic combat skills. I knew our troops would end up losing to the Nation, but I also knew the more we trained with Protectors, the better defenders we would become. 

Bron stood front and center, shouting out orders for her soldiers to get into formation. Then she saluted the head table. I stifled a grin when I noticed Reyes watching Hayley, trying to copy her military-style step. The Pit militia had never been trained in quite the same manner as the Dome. Reyes caught me watching him, and he directed a lopsided grin at me. Discreetly I smiled back, happy that he and I had overcome our differences and were now friends. I still didn’t know what, if anything, was going on between him and Hayley, although Reyes’ love life was no longer any of my business.

As was their custom, Dena, the head of the Nation’s military, gave thanks to the Protectors before the tournament began. She left the head table to stand before the troops.

“We welcome everyone to the Annual Spring Tournament, especially our new friends from the biodome. It is a momentous occasion that our two nations come together in friendship. The journey to get to this point was difficult and often tragic. Today we remember those who lost their lives, praise their bravery, and draw strength and forgiveness from their sacrifice. For this we hold a moment of meditation.”

She stopped talking, and the field became quiet. I didn’t really expect a moment of silence to have much impact, but as it dragged on and I got to thinking about how many people had died during the battle to free the corrals, how many lives had been lost in the Pit, the public execution of Crystal, and the torture and death of my father, a huge lump formed in my throat and tears flowed. Jack’s fingers laced through mine, and I hung on tight to the warmth of his touch. As I looked around the field, I saw that I wasn’t the only one affected. 

Dena’s voice rang out again, loud and strong, when the minute ended. “We gather here together as survivors of a cruel world. Our people have overcome persecution, prejudice, and discrimination to create a unified society, strong in our commitment to helping each other. Our Protectors dedicate their lives to ensure the safety of our communities. We give our thanks.” There was a murmuring among the People that I couldn’t quite make out. Dena continued. “And today we are privileged to participate in two very important proceedings. Our friends from the valley will sanction their city with a new name, and the first act of that new city will be an accord with us: the announcement of a marriage uniting our nation with theirs.” Dena turned to look at us. 

Jack nodded to Dena, squeezed my hand, and dragged me toward the front with him. That was not the plan. Jack was supposed to give a speech, and I was supposed to stand off to the side and clap. I tried to extricate my hand from his, but he held it firmly. He pulled me in front of the soldiers, warriors, and audience. 

Jack motioned for Ted to come forward. Usually getting engaged would be a happy occasion, but Ted didn’t look the part. He looked brave, stalwart, and every bit the dutiful soldier. I wanted to tell him to turn around and go back. He still had time to get out of this. But then Dena motioned to someone. We still didn’t even know whom the Elders had chosen for him. They had asked for lots of information about Ted in order to determine a suitable mate for him: birthdate, genealogy, interests. But as I watched their chosen one come forward, I knew exactly why she had been selected. Willow would do anything to become a Protector and one day hold a position on the Elder council. Leadership in the Nation was earned, not simply granted. 

Willow was every bit as stoic and stalwart as Ted as she stood beside him. As Dena declared them betrothed, announcing a wedding date to coincide with the winter solstice, the crowd clapped their approval, and the newly engaged couple flinched. They shook hands, turned, and went back to their places.

“Now on to the next matter of business,” Dena said.

Jack stepped up, pulling me with him. “Thank you, Dena,” he said, turning to acknowledge her. “It is an honor to attend the Spring Tournament, to engage in combat training with your warriors, and to learn from your expert skills. Our people owe you a huge debt for fighting beside us, helping to free our slaves, and extending the hand of friendship when there was no reason to give it. We have much to learn from you.” Jack turned around, picked up a document on the table, and held it up. “In the spirit of the unity and peace your Nation has taught us, and in memory of Sunny O’Donnell’s father, we share with all of you today the sanctioning of our city’s name: Pacem in Terras. Peace on Earth.”

Jack placed the document back on the table, picked up the pen, and handed it to me. “Ladies first,” he said. 

Printed on a single piece of thick white paper, the official deed declared that the Biodome Treaty of 2024 had been fulfilled and the people of the Dome and Pit were now amalgamated within the new city of Pacem in Terras. My father’s own handwritten notes in the margins of the papal encyclical inspired the framework for the rights and freedoms of citizens and defined the technology left to us as the common heritage of mankind. I promised myself I wouldn’t get emotional when it came time to sign, but tears sprang to my eyes and my throat constricted. My father had left a legacy that would live on for generations. My heart swelling with pride, I signed my name: Sunset O’Donnell. 

I handed the pen to Jack. He gave me an understanding smile and rubbed his thumb across my tear-stained cheek before he took the pen. After he signed, he placed the bottom right corner of the document between the plates of a small embossing press and stamped it with our official city seal: a circle with “Pacem In Terras, Year 2308” written around it, and the city’s initials in the center—P.I.T.—with the words, Lest we forget, written beneath.

He set the press on top of the paper to keep it from blowing away, and turned his attention to me. His hands grazed either side of my sizable baby bump as they traveled around my back and pulled me close. 

I ran my fingers through his short hair and gazed into his intense blue eyes. “Whoever would have thought that Leisel’s betrayal would turn out to be just the beginning?”

He gave me a crooked smile. “Do you think Leisel’s pissed?”

I laughed. “I hope so.” 

Dena held up a scrap of cloth, waved it, and yelled, “Let the games begin!” A roar went up from the crowd, and the soldiers moved to clear the field. 

Jack took a step back from me and held out his hand. “Care to train with me, Mrs. Kenner?”

I put my hand over my swollen belly. “Only if you let us win.”

He did.
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The End of the Sunset Rising Trilogy
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...stay tuned for more stories set in P.I.T.

To learn more about the Sunset Rising series, read the satellite stories I’ve written, and keep abreast of future books (continue reading for an excerpt of Shag Lake by Susan McEachern), join me online:

Website http://smmceachern.com 

Contact/Join Newsletter: http://smmceachern.com/newsletter-optin/

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/S.M.McEachernAuthor

Twitter:  https://twitter.com/smmceachern

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/smmceachern/

Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/6538545.S_M_McEachern

Note from the Author:

New World Order is the last book of the Sunset Rising trilogy, but not necessarily the last book of the series. Throughout the three novels, I’ve created a post apocalyptic world that I think is worth exploring. A lot of research has gone into my world-building and I was fortunate enough to have experts generously offer to help me imagine this fictional place. For more information about my research, check out my blog. 

I would be remiss (and perhaps divorced!) if I didn’t mention the long hours my very handsome hubby, Mike, put in on my books. He is my tech support, my web designer, my ebook formatter, and my soul mate. We are partners in everything we do and I know how lucky I am to have him. 

There are a number I’ve people met on my writing journey that I also need to thank: Christina Galvez (my trusted proofreader and critique partner), Ellen, Karen, Sarah, Holly, Zeina, Kerry, Hayley, Heather, and several other people who beta read the Sunset Rising series and took the time to give me an honest critique.  My editing company, Red Adept, for all their hard work and expert advice. And Nathalia Suellen, for creating the gorgeous covers for the series. My heartfelt thanks to you all!

Of course, I need to thank you—the reader—for picking up Sunset Rising and taking a chance on a new author.  Your ongoing support, helpful reviews, and countless emails honestly gave me the confidence to continue writing the series and invest in my craft. I’m now pursuing a career as a full-time writer. THANK YOU ALL!  And always remember, your opinion about a book matters, both to other readers and the writer. Sharing your thoughts in a review makes a tremendous impact for an independent author.

I hope you stay with me on the series. It’s going to be fun to see how Pacem in Terris (PIT) evolves in the midst of this lawless land. Writing Sunny and Jack’s characters has been fun, but there are other characters just as worthy of the spotlight in future novels   Thanks for joining me on Sunny’s and Jack’s adventures!

Continue reading for an excerpt of Susan McEachern’s new release, Shag Lake.
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Shag Lake
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Susan McEachern

––––––––
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[image: image]Geri McKenna hasn’t seen her brother’s best friend, Sean Eastman, since he graduated high school. Sean left their little town of Pembroke just hours after she nailed him with a kiss behind the shed, never to be seen or heard from again. No calls, no texts, no social media to stalk online.
Eight years after the awkward incident behind the shed, Geri and Sean meet again. She’s now an ambitious journalist working in a dead end job, and he’s a successful structural engineer working on a classified government project. For different reasons, they’re both interested in a woman who has gone missing amidst allegations of a Sasquatch encounter in the vicinity of Shag Lake. Geri is determined to get the scoop on the hottest story to hit the Internet, while Sean is determined to stop her. 
Dodging alien creatures and a corrupt shadow government, Geri and Sean struggle to find neutral ground in this debut new adult adventure by author Susan McEachern (who also writes young adult as award-winning author S.M. McEachern). 

Shag Lake Excerpt:

One

Geri McKenna

“Oh, and you’ll never guess who’s in town,” my big sister Emma says with a sly smile. “And Mark invited him to the wedding.” 

Mark is our brother, the middle child. I wish I had the luxury of putting work out of my head and immersing myself in a conversation about his wedding. Is it only a day away already? But even though I’m officially on my own time, Derek Hoover, my boss, hasn’t stopped pinging me with texts since I left the office at noon. If his texts were important, I wouldn’t mind. But pestering me to find emails he’s capable of finding himself doesn’t register as important to me. Not to mention, it’s making my blood boil because I am an assistant columnist, not his personal secretary, and it’s high time he figured that out. 

Emma turns down the volume on the radio. “Did you hear me?” 

I flick a glance at her at the same time she tears her eyes away from the highway and locks onto the phone in my hands. 

An unintelligible word escapes her, something between ugh and ack. “Mom’s already freaked out about you missing the rehearsal tonight, and she’s gonna lose it if you’re on that thing all weekend.”

My mouth drops open at the injustice. “It’s not my fault the flight was delayed two hours.” 

“You really couldn’t have come home yesterday? Just one day earlier?” Her lips tighten. “Mark would’ve taken the time off for you.” 

I consider it an unfair comparison because Mark is an NHL player who has both the financial means and enough time off to go home for lengthy visits.

“Sure, he would, if it was off-season. But I get two weeks of vacation, not two months, and I just took a week off at Christmas to be home and—” A moment of déjà vu stills my tongue. I’ve tried too many times to explain to Emma how demanding and competitive it is to work for The Global News, one of the most prominent news agencies in the world, and she still doesn’t get it. How could she? She’s worked at Farrell Insurance Brokers for six years, and Robert Farrell is the kind of hometown employer who understands the pressures of family. If Emma needs a day to take her son to the doctor, no problemo. If her husband is home sick with the flu and she needs to be by his side, totally understandable. A wedding in the family? Heck, she can take all the time she needs.

So how can she possibly comprehend that Global doesn’t give a rat’s ass about family? Their sole interest is keeping their ratings high, and if I start losing followers, I’ll be sacked and replaced by one of the thousands of journalists waiting in line to work for them. 

“And?” Emma prompts me, waiting for me to finish my spiel. 

I keep my thoughts to myself. “And I really appreciate you picking me up, but I feel guilty that you’re not at the party. You should’ve just let me rent a car.” 

“I’m not going to let you pay for a rental.”

“Thanks, big sister.” I mean that from the heart, because life in New York City isn’t cheap, and despite living with three other roommates in cramped quarters, I’m surviving paycheck to paycheck. 

We pass the sign for Sawmill Road, and given Emma’s respect for the speed limit, I ballpark our estimated time of arrival to be twenty minutes—more than enough time to get this email out of the way.

I blow out a sigh, sending my lips flapping in an apologetic sound of frustration. “I just have to reply to this email, and then I’ll turn it off, okay?”

The question is actually rhetoric so I’m only vaguely aware when Emma starts lecturing me on how she thought my job wasn’t what I wanted and drilling me about why I’m still working for a demanding, egotistical idiot.

Admittedly, my job sucks—or should I say, it sucks for me. There are a lot of journalists out there who would love to write a fashion column. Unfortunately, I’m not one of them. I’m not even fashionable. I spent four years averaging three hours of sleep per night to get top honors in a journalism degree from Ryerson University with the dream of becoming a globe-trotting, hard-hitting reporter with power to change the world through the written word, and whose entire wardrobe of sensible cottons could be contained in one lightweight backpack.

So it was a bit of a dilemma when I successfully landed an interview with Global and was offered a position as an assistant columnist on its fashion column. Not exactly my dream come true, but it was an entry-level foot in the door with arguably the biggest news agency in the world, and I was betting on it leading to a bigger and brighter future. Okay, sure, it’s been two years and my foot is still stuck in the door. But I’m poised to make an entry.

I thumb through my emails, find the one Derek wants, hit the forward button, and tap out a message: 

Hey Derek, here’s the email you’re looking for. Hopefully that’s all you need because I’ll be in a church for the rest of the day and have to turn off my cell phone. Sorry! And although I know it’s a huge inconvenience, I’m pretty sure I have to be in church for the rest of the weekend. Weddings, eh? These days people treat ’em like Broadway plays. Nothing but entertainment. Anyway, I’ll check in when I can. 

After I hit send on the email and close the app, I turn and stretch between our seats to reach my briefcase sitting on the back seat so I can slide my phone into the pocket opposite my laptop. “There. I’m all yours.” I show her my empty hands. 

Her eyes widen to full capacity, and she steals a sideways glance at me. “Are you kidding? You didn’t hear me when I said who was in town?”

“Um...” I search my brain for a name I might’ve vaguely heard.

She rolls her eyes and huffs. “Your lover boy from the summer of ’08.”

I hesitate for a few seconds, afraid to confirm it’s who I think it is: my brother’s best friend from high school, who I had a huge crush on. “You mean, Sean Eastman?” An uncomfortable knot begins to tie itself in my stomach.

“Who else would I be talking about? Or did you have a couple of guys on the go in tenth grade?” 

It’s my turn to roll my eyes. “Oh. My. God. Will you let it go already? It was a stupid kiss behind the shed eight freakin’ years ago. I was what—fifteen?”

“Let it go?” she asks incredulously. “You searched the Internet for weeks to see if there was an earthquake at the exact moment you kissed him. There’s no way I’m letting that go, sista. Ever.”

I slap a hand over my eyes as if that will blot out the most cringe-worthy moment of my life. But it’s still there, right behind my lids, playing out in living color. Sean and I were behind the shed by the woodpile, and I was stacking firewood onto his outstretched arms when I got a huge splinter in my finger. I screamed, grabbed my injured hand with my good one, and stared at it with the kind of horror usually reserved for a severed limb. Sean dropped the wood he was holding, snatched my hand, and yanked the splinter out. Seriously. No tweezers required because it was practically the size of a piece of kindling wedged under the first two layers of my skin. I could’ve pulled it out myself, but I wanted my hero to save me because I was fifteen and a total drama queen. And if that wasn’t embarrassing enough, I had to go and sway against him in what I can only describe as a bad impression of a swooning southern belle, and kiss him. 

That was the last night I saw him—thank the Lord—because that particular end-of-school party was the last soiree for the high school grads. The next day they all went their separate ways, and we never heard from Sean again. Ever. He just disappeared. Mark tried to track him down over the years, recently renewing his search to send Sean a wedding invitation. And I’ll privately admit to conducting my own online search for his profile too, but nada. It’s the like the guy dropped off the face of the earth.  

Until now.

The thought of seeing him again is creating a knot in my stomach that cinches so tight, my abs are clenching. 

Breathe, Geri. He’s probably forgotten all about it, I reassure myself. 

Yeah, but my sister is going to make sure to remind him.

My eyes shoot left, assessing that little smirk on her face. This is our brother’s wedding weekend, and with all the parties and family gatherings planned, she’s probably already composing the perfect delivery for this story to maximize the humor value. Okay. Game on. She needs to know that I am not without a counterattack. 

“Two words,” I say. “Tommy. Weenerrammer.”

She screws her face up in disgust at the same time she guides the car off the highway and onto the exit ramp. “First, it’s pronounced ‘whiner-rammer’ not ‘weener-rammer.’ Second, Tommy’s last name is Weisman. Third—”she pauses for dramatic effect “—everybody makes mistakes, Geri.” 

“Exactly what I’m saying. You keep quiet about my faux pas, and I’ll keep quiet about yours.” 

Emma slows to a stop at the intersection. “Oh c’mon. The one date I had with Tommy,” she says, holding up one finger to emphasize the singularity of that event, “was the desperate act of a heartbroken girl trying to make her ex-boyfriend jealous.” She flashes her wedding ring at me before she turns left. “And it worked. On the other hand, you kissing Sean Eastman behind the shed had no other motive than you wanted him for your lover.” She puckers up, aims a kissy face at me, and eases the car left at the intersection.

I hold up one finger, mimicking her, and say, “The one time I kissed Sean Eastman—”

“He rocked your world,” Emma says, cutting off my next words. She gives a couple of ha ha has then shakes her head while muttering, “An earthquake...” 

“What? They happen in Ontario. And that would’ve been about the right time of year for one.” 

One of her eyebrows shoots up, while the other crinkles into a furrow. “You mean like earthquake season, Eeyore?”

I stifle a laugh. “Oh, stop. You know what I mean.” Emma shakes her head, eyebrows still askew. “Like this time of year—mid-April,” I explain. “When the warmer temperatures penetrate deep enough to melt the frost layer and the basement rock begins to expand, it creates earthquake conditions.”

“Oh yeah. Sure,” she deadpans. “I’m totally onboard with that theory.”

“Good,” I say. “Because if you start sharing your version of what happened between me and Sean Eastman, I’ll be forced to share the whole seedy story about your date with Tommy Weenerrammer.”

“Go ahead,” she says. “I’m already happily married with a kid and”—she pauses and looks away from the road for a second to make eye contact with me—“another one on the way.” 

My mouth drops open. “What?” And even though she has her hands full driving, I plant a kiss on her cheek. “How far along? Do Mom and Dad know?”

She smiles coyly. “I was going to wait until we got through earthquake season unscathed, but I was too excited and blabbed the news. I’m already past the first trimester.” 

I make a squee noise because I’m really excited for her—and for me too, since I never intend to get married and have a gaggle of kids. I’m more than happy to placate my raging baby hormones via my nephew and... niece? 

“Keep it to yourself, though,” she says. “I haven’t told many people because this is Mark and Shauna’s big wedding week. I’ll share the news after they leave for their honeymoon.”

“You haven’t changed. Always looking out for your little brother.”

She pats my knee. “And my little sister too. Which is why I’m giving you a heads up about your old flame being in town. You might want to clean up around the back of the shed in case your basement rock gets penetrated.”

I give her a good-natured chuck to the arm with just enough force to elicit an ouch. 

“So, what’s he like now?” I ask with as much disinterest as I can muster while looking out the passenger window as though I’m suddenly interested in the wall of trees banking Highway 58. 

“I don’t know, I haven’t seen him yet. But hopefully he’s not still weird.”

I turn my head to look at her. “I never knew you thought he was weird.”

“Well, maybe weird isn’t the right word. He was more like”—she pauses, her face a mask of concentration—“a lurker, you know? Always quiet and sooo attentive, like he was observing us or something. I don’t know.” She shakes her head. “Don’t get me wrong. He was a good-looking boy, so I totally see why you were into him, but I just thought it was strange that he was always at our house and we never met or heard from his mom. Not even once.”

“He was tutoring Mark in math; he had to be at our house all the time,” I remind her. “And let’s face it—without Sean, Mark wouldn’t have gotten that sports scholarship.”

“Yeah, I guess,” she says in a distracted voice, tilting her head in the direction of the car’s speaker. “What’s going on now?” She turns up the volume on the radio.

...failed to return to The Park Resort and Spa last night. Both women are reported to have cell phones with them, although coverage in Algonquin Park isn’t always available. The Rescue Coordination Center has dispatched a team, which includes both ground and air... 

Emma tut-tuts as she turns the volume of the radio back down. “What were they doing up there alone?”

“Hey, females are capable hikers,” I say. “Why shouldn’t they enjoy the park?”

She holds a hand up for me to stop. “I didn’t mean to make this an argument about the equal right to get lost in the woods. I’m just saying that it’s unusual for two women to go hiking in the park alone.”

“Anyway,” I say, drawing the word out, “hopefully they’re okay and someone finds them soon. It’s still damn cold at night, and there aren’t many hours of daylight left.”

Emma halts at the four-way stop, waits her turn, and then guides the car left onto the country road where we grew up. It was a short street when I was a kid, with only four houses, all of them on the lake side of the road. Now the paved street stretches for half a kilometer, with homes lining both sides. 

Several cars are parked on either side of the street in front of my parents’ house, and Emma has to navigate through tight quarters to get in the driveway.

“Looks like Mark and his gang are still here,” she says as though it isn’t a big deal. 

But it is a big deal. It’s a huge deal. I’m two and a half years younger than my brother, so my teen years were spent being the obnoxious kid his friends didn’t want around because my presence was a blight on their social status. Considering they practically lived by the lake in our backyard—hockey in the winter and swimming in the summer—staying out of their way was kind of impossible. Okay, sure, in retrospect, I probably could’ve given them more space, but in my fifteen-year-old mind, it was my backyard too and I could go out there any time I wanted. And if Sean was in our yard, I wanted to be there badly enough that I would even endure his snotty girlfriend, Michelle Ashton, and her smarmy sidekick, Lacey Holmes. 

Maybe it’s a little immature, but I’ve harbored a long standing fantasy that if I ever came face-to-face with the cool gang again, I would dazzle them with just how awesome I’ve grown up to be. So I need more time to prepare. Having spent most of the day in an airport then a few hours on a sweaty plane, I’m a complete mess and—Oh my God. What if Sean Eastman is here?

The thought makes my heart do a somersault.

“You said they were coming to the wedding tomorrow,” I say accusatorially. “Why didn’t you tell me they were here when you picked me up? And what the hell—aren’t rehearsal parties restricted to family?”

“Rebels that we are, we’re breaking all the rules tonight,” Emma quips, opening her car door. 

Ignoring her, I pull down the visor and check myself in the tiny-lighted mirror and immediately start rubbing mascara smudges from under my eyes. Then I catch sight of my hair. My brush is packed, so I make do with dragging my fingers through it, wishing it were still long enough to pull back into a ponytail, silently cursing Nina Stelleck, the fashion consultant I have on retainer, for talking me into cutting it so short. A bob is all the rage right now, she said. All the biggest actresses are getting one, she said. And with your thick wavy black hair, it’ll look gorgeous—professional, mature, and oh-so-nineteen-sixties-sultry. It’s perfect for your figure. Yes, my figure. My curvy, not-a-stick-person figure doesn’t seem to change despite the hours I put into training for marathons.

“You look fine,” Emma says. 

Ignoring her, I reach for my bag on the back seat and dig through it, looking for my lipstick—my very red lipstick that Nina said was a must to add the “sultry” to the bob.

Emma groans. “Seriously? You’re going to do your makeup now? I need to pee. Hurry up.”

“Two secs,” I say with a rounded mouth as I smear lipstick on. 

She steps out of the car. “You look friggin’ beautiful. Come on.”

I shove the lipstick back in my bag. “Hey, unless you know what it feels like to be the bratty little sister no one wants around, don’t judge.” I exit the car and scramble to get my luggage. 

Emma makes a beeline to the powder room as I stow my suitcase in the hall and peek around the corner at the party. Looks the like the older crowd—the retired folk—have claimed the kitchen. There’s no sign of the cool gang, so I go in to say hello to my aunt and uncle from Toronto. 

“Oh my gosh, Geri!” Aunt Janice yells as though I just surprised the crap out of her. She strides toward me with hands raised as if she’s about to praise the Lord Jesus. All eyes are on us, just like she wants them to be. 

“It’s so good to see you again,” I say, clutching her forearms because I can’t hug her while she’s cupping my face. 

“Oh, just look at you, all grown up.” Her hands drop to my shoulders, run down my arms, and stop at my elbows. She turns her head to give me a sly look out of the corner of her eye. “And so sophisticated. Our own little celebrity, working at Global.” 

Her smile beams with pride, the rays going directly to my heart, and I stand a little taller. No matter how tedious I find writing the fashion column, I would be lying if I said I didn’t love the bragging rights.

“We’re all proud of you,” Uncle Jim says, stepping up to kiss my cheek.

Then I’m swamped with family reunions and introductions to some of the bride’s family and friends until Emma comes and extricates me so we can go find my parents. She precedes me through the house, out the back door, and onto the deck, where I have an overview of our backyard—the place where I made so many memories growing up. The expanse of lawn is still a little brown from winter’s snow, and the two old maples that stand sentinel between our little Cape Cod house and the rocky shore of Round Lake are in bud. The sun is low over the lake, the early spring evening cooling down quickly, and I know I’ll need my jacket when the sun takes its final bow. I pause to soak it in, this beautiful little corner of the world that will always be home. 

“C’mon,” Emma says, misreading my hesitation. “They won’t bite.”

I start down the steps, my eyes roving over the mingling group. Even though they’re all older, I recognize their faces: Peter Boyd, the clown of the group; Michelle Ashton, beauty queen, bitch, and Sean’s old flame; Lacey Holmes, Michelle’s sidekick and ego-stroker; Helen Findell, Mark’s on-again, off-again girlfriend from high school; and in the center of the group is Mark with his arm slung around his fiancée, Shauna Richards. 

It could’ve been a scene right out of my teenhood if it weren’t for Mom working the crowd with a tray of food in her hand and the few new faces in the crowd I don’t recognize—the tall well-dressed man resting his hand on Peter’s back, which may explain why Peter never had a girlfriend in high school; the bespectacled gentleman at Helen’s side; and the tall, muscular piece of eye candy Michelle has herself plastered against. Lacey appears to be on her own. And I don’t see Sean, which oddly helps soothe my frayed nerves even as it causes me disappointment. 

As soon as Mom sees me, she hands off the tray to the person next to her and marches toward me with a big smile and outstretched arms. Walking so as not to drive my heels into the soft ground prevents me from hurrying toward her, but that doesn’t seem to matter because now that I’ve been noticed, the cool crowd is coming to me. 

“Geri,” Mom says, wrapping me in her arms. She’s slightly shorter than me now, her height stolen by the years. “You’ve lost more weight, haven’t you?” 

“You know I’m training hard for a marathon next month.” 

“Be careful that you don’t ruin your knees, dear. You remember your uncle Al? He had to have both knees replaced.”

Dad is suddenly right beside us, cutting in to give me a bone-crushing hug. “I’m glad you’re home, honey. I missed you.”

I was just home at Christmas, I think to myself, but I say to Dad, “I missed you too.” 

He eases off on the hug. “How’s that job of yours?”

I make the slightest hesitation before I say as brightly as I can, “Great.”

His smile drops, his eagle eyes having missed nothing. “Doesn’t sound like it.”

I shrug. “It has its challenges sometimes.”

His expression turns serious, wise, and fatherly, and he gives me an all-knowing kind of nod. “Everything in life worth having usually does. Just focus on getting your head and your heart in sync and everything will work out.” 

That’s my dad’s litany in life: The key to happiness is very simple. Get your head and your heart in sync. It didn’t matter what was going on in our lives as kids—trouble with our friends, trouble with schoolwork, trouble with relationships, whatever—he always gave that same one-size-fits-all answer, as if it was the formula to solving everything.

“They’re in sync, Dad,” I lie. 

Emma’s loud voice suddenly cuts through the din of chatter. “Hey, who’s watching Evan?” She takes off toward the lake, where my eighteen-month-old nephew already has one foot in the water.

“Hey, little sister.” Mark hugs me quickly then proudly presents the woman beside him. “You remember Shauna.”

“Of course.” I give her a warm hug, the kind I usually reserve for family, even though I don’t know her that well. I met her last Christmas when Mark brought her home to meet the family and announce their engagement.  She and Mark met ten months ago, when Michelle Ashton brought her to one of Mark’s hockey games. “Welcome to the family, Shauna.” 

Shauna compliments me on my office attire—a Nina-recommended ensemble of a soft gray high-waisted pencil skirt with a thin black belt and a slim-fit, silk ivory shirt. I compliment her on her designer jeans, silently wishing I wasn’t so damned overdressed. 

In his typical style, Peter makes a show of elbowing everyone out of the way so he can be the first to greet me. “Hey, kid,” he says with a chuck to my arm and a peck on the cheek. 

“Good to see you again, Peter.” He hasn’t changed much since high school. I would know him anywhere.

His eyes assess me and then he gives me an approving smile. “You’re looking good.”

“Yeah, but she’s probably still a brat,” Michelle Ashton says, an intimate affection in her tone as though we’re long-lost friends. “How are you, Geraldine?”

I flinch—an automatic reflex to hearing my full name, as Michelle well knows. A witty retort is on the tip of my tongue, but when I look into the eyes of the man standing next to her, my mouth suddenly goes dry. 

It’s Sean Eastman.

End of excerpt
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