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BOOK 1 :: THE UNION

“Beware of a wolf in sheep’s clothing.”
– Aesop
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THE PURPOSE OF THIS PARTY

Evan
Draya stands in the middle of the holding tent that’s served as her residence the past couple of weeks. Her long wavy hair is piled high on her head in disarray as she directs her unblinking stare in my direction. Not for the first time this morning, I regret agreeing to participate. But since Draya and I are the only people in camp who were present during my interrogations, I let the others talk me into it. After all, I’m the one she tortured, the one who admitted to blowing up their camps—which we did do—along with a number of things we didn’t do. And if we didn’t do them, she either made it up to throw me, or someone else out there is working against the Uprising, meaning we may have allies.
“So…what’s going on?” Draya asks, tilting her head to the side as if we’re inviting her to a picnic.
Mateo’s dark curly hair brushes the ceiling of the squat tent that’s barely tall enough for him to stand upright. A breeze from behind flutters the hem of my shirt, alerting me that the last member of our leadership council has arrived.
“Bring me up to speed,” Jack says.
“We waited for you,” Rainey says, her normally raspy voice even more so at this early hour.
Jack trains his attention on Draya for a few beats, assessing the situation as only a cop can.
Draya crosses her arms as her mouth twists into an arrogant grin. “Anyone care to enlighten me to the purpose of this party?”
“We need information,” I say. “When I was in your…custody, you asked me about attacks on the Uprising.”
Her bright blue eyes hold a defiance, sharp enough to slice through bone.
“I thought you said she was willing to cooperate,” I say to Cyrus, never taking my attention from the enemy before me.
Her head tilts in the other direction. “You haven’t asked me a question yet.”
Rainey moves her five-foot-nothing self forward until she’s in Draya’s personal space. Even without the scar cutting across her cheek to her jaw, she exudes power and authority.
Draya blinks and takes a step back, then rolls her eyes. “I doubt I can tell you anything you don’t already know.”
“Let’s start with details of the attacks on the Uprising,” I say.
Her brows nosedive. “You’d have more information on that than me.”
“Just…” I let out a frustrated sigh. “Just tell us what happened from your perspective.”
She snorts and her gaze sweeps the rest of the leadership. “You don’t know, do you? Well, now, isn’t this interesting?”
“Draya,” Cyrus warns.
“I said I’d help, and I will, but I want something in exchange.”
Mateo crosses his arms with a relaxed posture that says he’s bored. The way he can project anything he wants is just one of the things that makes him such an important part of our leadership team. After spending years as a mercenary, we were able to recruit him to our cause. “You’re in no position to negotiate.”
Draya taps her finger against her chin. “Oh, I think I am. I have something you want, and I want out of this tent. I’ve been stuck in here for two weeks.”
My body trembles as if the ground beneath my feet is quaking. “Oh really?” The words fly from my mouth, coated in the venom of my rage. “Your conditions are rough? How are you managing to get by without all the torture? That must really suck.” Cyrus puts a hand on my shoulder, but I shake him off. “And sleeping on a cot instead of a concrete floor in your own vomit and shit? Wow, that must be nearly intolerable.”
Some of the storm clouds brewing in Draya’s eyes dissipate before her shoulders slump, almost imperceptibly. “Fine. It was little things at first, like supply trucks missing inventory. We thought the drivers were making money on the side. But after investigating…we determined it wasn’t them.”
Investigating my ass. They probably tortured them to the brink of death only to find out they were innocent. Well, innocent of the crimes they were accused of anyway.
“Then a high-ranking Uprising leader disappeared.” Her gaze drifts to Rainey then Cyrus. “But after we’d lost a couple of commanders, it wasn’t completely unexpected. There was talk about the disappearances being connected.” Pressing her lips together, she glances at me. “That’s why I had to push you so hard about Cy’s location. A few days after the camp attacks, the leader’s body was found, throat slit, a hundred miles from where he was last seen.”
I glance up at Cyrus, wondering if he knows about this. He gives me a quick shake of his head. “Go on,” he says to Draya.
“We were only days away from striking the Union when the camps were attacked. It was a huge setback, but they’d already placed so many people in the Union that they quickly came up with a backup plan.” She flicks something off her pant leg. “And you know the rest.”
“That’s a lot of superficial information,” Mateo says. “We need dates, locations, a list of everything that was taken from the supply trucks, where the leader was last seen, where he was found…”
Draya’s chin tilts up as a smirk tugs at the corners of her mouth. “I take it you don’t need details on the camp attacks.”
Mateo’s chest expands with each terse breath.
“Didn’t think so,” she mumbles but spends the next couple of hours answering questions. Unfortunately, she doesn’t provide much in the way of concrete details, something we desperately need. If we have any hope of taking down the Uprising, we’re going to need help.
   
The gentle lapping of the lake against the shore calms me as I unwind after the debrief. There’s a big part of me that distrusts everything Draya said, convinced she’s setting us up. Weird stuff has been going on around here since she arrived. Stuff that make’s me even more wary of her after what she just told us, like missing supplies and a scout that didn’t regroup with the others on their last supply run to the Union.
Cyrus doesn’t share my fears. He thinks late-night snacking and poor record keeping are to blame. He’s right, it’s not enough to raise big red flags. And Chase said Rooster, the dude who didn’t come back on the last trip, went looking for his family. A lot of people have been trying to find their families and bring them out here, but no one has ever stayed behind before.
Cyrus picks up my hand and rubs his thumb across my knuckles, bringing me back to the moment.
“What do we do with this information?” Jack asks.
Rainey drags her gaze away from the water and shrugs. “Verify it.”
“How?” I ask.
“She has no reason to lie,” Cyrus says.
“She has every reason to lie.”
His shoulders rise and fall in a silent sigh. “Ev…”
“No. I know you’re ready to forgive her, but I’m not. I don’t trust her.” This is the same tired argument we’ve been having the past two weeks.
He presses his lips together as if choosing his words carefully. “I haven’t forgiven her for what she did to you, but if it wasn’t for those actions, you’d be dead.”
“According to her.”
Mateo stands and crosses his beefy arms over his chest. “You two can fight it out later, we have bigger issues to deal with now.”
I glare at him. “Everything centers on whether or not we can trust her word, and I don’t.”
“Which is why we need to verify the information.” Jack looks up from his tablet. “There has to be a way to find out if she’s telling the truth.”
“How?”
Jack shakes his head. “I don’t know yet, but give me time to figure something out.”
“What about Hilary?” Rainey mentions the Northern Territories hacker Cyrus hired last year before we attacked the camps. “She can get into their system again. The information might be there.”
Mateo nods, the left corner of his mouth lifting a fraction. His gaze lands on Cyrus. “You up for a mission?”
“Does it have to be Cyrus?” Rainey asks. “I’d rather keep leadership together for now.”
“He has the relationship,” Jack says.
“She knows Colin and Ally, too, and I’m sure they can be just as persuasive. Plus, maybe they can convince Zak, Alexander, and Ilona to join us.”
“I like it.” Mateo nods. “We could use three more trained people who are down for the cause.” He tips his chin in my direction. “Evan, can you talk to Colin?”
“Sure. What do we do in the meantime?”
“Continue training. We’re making good progress and don’t need anyone to backslide while we figure out our next move. We know what needs to be done, but we don’t have nearly the numbers to pull it off yet. If Draya’s information checks out and we can locate other resistance members, we stand a damn good chance. Let’s adjourn for now, and unless something comes up before then, we’ll meet in the morning.”
Cyrus pulls me to my feet but doesn’t start toward camp. Instead he waits for the others to leave before tugging me against him, wrapping his arms around my shoulders. “You know you’re my priority.”
I nod against his chest. “I do.”
“I’ve known Draya my entire life and have seen a side of her she’s never shown you. She’s not evil. I don’t agree with what she did, but I understand why she did it.” He lets out a soft sigh. “And I’m grateful she saved your life.”
I shrug out of his arms and step back. “What?”
“You’re alive and I’ll never be sorry about that.”
“I know I said I believed her bullshit excuse, and maybe she did keep me alive, but they were far more brutal than necessary. She never tried to stop them.”
“Did she watch?”
“What?”
“Did she watch them…” he swallows hard and takes in a deep breath through his nose. “…do that to you.”
“It was torture, Cyrus. If you can’t say the word, we can’t have this conversation. But to answer your question, no, she wasn’t there. What difference does that make?”
He runs a hand through his hair. “Because, I believe she couldn’t bring herself to watch, but also couldn’t afford to show you special treatment.”
“Maybe she just couldn’t stomach her own orders. How many people have others do the things they don’t have the balls to do themselves?”
Reaching out a hand toward me, his eyes plead for me to understand. I’m not ready to let her off the hook, but I step closer and allow him to take my hand. “I swore I’d kill whoever…” He glances toward the lake and swallows. “Tortured you…but it wasn’t Draya.”
On a purely logical level, there is truth in his words, but on a more visceral, emotional level, I can’t let it go that easily.
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DRAYA

Cyrus
Wedged between my legs, Ev stares into the fire with her head resting against my chest. Everyone else went to bed at least a half hour ago, but we’re lingering. She’s been wound tight since our meeting with Draya this morning. While I understand Ev’s fears, I know Draya. She’s not perfect, but she’s always been honest with me. Brutally so. Colin and Ally leave in the morning to find Hilary and hopefully enough proof to satisfy Ev. We can’t count on it, though. I need a backup plan, and there’s only one I can come up with.
I lean down and press a soft kiss to the top of her head, her wild red curls clinging to the scruff on my face. “I need to do something. You should get some sleep. I’ll be there soon.”
She twists around to glance up at me, the firelight painting half of her face with a soft orange. “Do what?”
“Talk to someone. I promise, I’ll fill you in later.”
She narrows her eyes for a moment, studying me before reaching up to kiss my cheek. “Okay. Don’t be too long.”
I dump a bucket of water on the fire and poke it with a stick to make sure the embers are doused, then head to the mess tent. Inside a locked cabinet in the back, I locate a bottle of scotch. The good stuff. I grab it along with two glasses and hike to the perimeter of camp where Draya’s being held. Gunther’s standing guard tonight, his pale blond hair covering his eyes.
“Gunth,” I nod at him.
“Cyrus.” He sweeps his hair back with his hand as his attention drops to the scotch, but he wisely keeps his mouth shut.
Draya’s lying on her back staring up at the ceiling. Her head twists in my direction. I cross the small space and wait for her to sit up before taking the spot beside her. Without a word, I twist open the cap on the bottle and pour two glasses before recapping it and setting it on the table at the foot of the cot.
She takes a sip of her drink and makes a hiss as the strong liquor burns the back of her throat. I down mine in one gulp and pour a second.
“What do you want?” she asks.
“A reason to trust you.”
“I told you everything I know.”
“I doubt you’ve withheld anything purposefully, but I’m sure there’s a lot you still know. Maybe we just haven’t asked the right questions yet.” I take a swig of scotch, my limbs starting to buzz with the effects. “Ev’s the problem. I need to find a way to convince her.”
She lets out a snort and downs the rest of her drink. “Well, now it all makes sense.”
“Do you know what I swore to do to whoever was responsible for hurting her?”
Dropping her head, she sets her empty glass on the ground and sits up, crossing her legs. “I can guess.”
“Now imagine how I felt when I found out that person was you.”
“I wasn’t in charge of the interrogation techniques. It’s not like I instructed them on what to do. But once she was brought in, all I could do was warn them not to kill her.”
“But you knew what they were going to do.”
“What if you were me?” She lifts her head and her eyes bore into mine. “What would you have done if the deserter they brought to you had been me?”
“I would have found a way to get you out of there! I would’ve died before I let anyone hurt you!”
Draya reaches over and places a hand on my arm. The move is so unexpected, I jerk. “This wasn’t some training camp in the Ruins. I didn’t have a lot of options. If I’d risked my life to save hers, they would have just killed us both. The only way to save her was to do exactly what I did. Every damn day I wonder what I could’ve done differently, but I can’t come up with anything that would’ve been better for her.”
“You could’ve gotten her out sooner.”
“I got her out as soon as I could. I needed help. I couldn’t do it alone.”
“You could have gone with her.” I drain my glass and set it with a thunk on the table beside the bottle, letting the booze rest on my tongue.
“That was a last resort. Trust me, I thought about it. Twice I had to find ways to postpone her execution. Do you know how close they were to killing her the night she escaped?”
I choke, the scotch and my dinner close to making a reappearance. Draya thumps me on my back until I recover. I’ve never allowed myself to think about that, and I don’t want to now. “No,” I wheeze.
“An hour, tops. I wanted another day to clue the others in on the plan, but there wasn’t time.”
I thrust my hands through my hair as the realization hits me like a train. How fucking close I came to losing her for good. Pushing myself up, I stand in the center of the tent, muttering dozens of profanity-laced thoughts.
“Cyrus.”
I halt and turn toward her.
“You can’t undo the past, so don’t let it define your future. I’d give anything for Lucien to…” her words die in her throat.
I drop to a squat at her feet and take her hands in mine. “I know. I’d give anything for that, too.”
She lifts her head and meets my gaze, giving me a short nod. “Just don’t dwell on what can’t be changed. It drove me for too long. Hell, it still drives too many of my thoughts. Grief is a powerful motivator, but so is revenge, and look where that landed me.” She glances around the small holding tent.
“You don’t get it, Dray. I can’t let this go.”
“Oh, I get it. More than you know.”
“He was my brother.”
“That’s not what I’m talking about.” She sighs and stands, pushing past me to peer outside.
“What do you need?” Gunther asks.
“Some fresh air.”
Gunther pokes his head inside and glances at me. “Everything okay in here?”
I nod and he mumbles something to Draya.
She drops the flap, returning to the cot. “Can we get out of here?”
I shake my head. “Not a good idea right now.”
“I’m going stir crazy.”
“I’ll talk to the others in the morning and see what we can do.”
She drums her forefinger on the frame of the cot and stares at me for a moment. “Look, I…” Her gaze is drawn to the front of the tent again and I know she’s worried about someone overhearing whatever it is she wants to tell me.
I place my hand on her shoulder. “Get some sleep. I’ll get you out for a walk in the morning.”
She lays back on her cot and closes her eyes. “Night, Cyrus.”
   
Our usual meeting spot near the lake is damp with morning dew that seeps into my shorts. With autumn approaching, the nights are cooler, but the days are as hot and sticky as ever.
“This seems like a bad idea,” Ev says, across from me, shoving her unruly hair from her face.
I expected pushback but figured most of it would come from Mateo. “If this is what it takes to get information from her, it’s worth considering.”
“What if she’s looking for a chance to escape? She knows where we are.”
“I don’t think that’s what she wants.”
“You’re not the most impartial when it comes to her.”
“And neither are you,” Rainey says.
“Look, Evan,” Jack says. “She needs daily sunshine and fresh air.”
“Like she gave me?” Ev asks.
Jack shakes his head. “We’re not the Uprising. We’re better than them. Wasn’t that your argument just a couple weeks ago?”
With a heavy sigh, Ev leans back against the log and pulls at a loose string on the bottom of her cut-off shorts, her long smooth legs temporarily distracting me.
“All Union prisoners are allowed daily yard access,” Jack says. “This shouldn’t be any different.”
“We don’t have a secure yard, though.”
“No, but we outnumber her.”
“What do you recommend?” Mateo asks Jack.
“For a couple hours daily, we allow her out with an armed escort. She can exercise, maybe eat in the mess area.”
“It’s too dangerous,” Ev says.
Jack scratches the top of his head. “We can’t keep her confined to that tent indefinitely.”
“And if she escapes?”
“We’ve got sentries at the perimeters.”
“Watching for someone breaking in, not out. Trust me, I have experience with this.”
“So do I.” Jack was with us when we attacked the Uprising camps. He got a flash education in getting into and out of camps. “Which is why our system is superior to theirs. We learned from their mistakes.”
Ev’s quiet for a long time, her gaze on the horizon before her attention returns to the group. “Are two armed guards enough? Maybe one leader should be with her at all times when she’s not in her tent, and two guards can flank them.”
Mateo nods. “Good idea.”
I rub my hands together, anxious to find out what Draya knows. “Okay. I’ll go get her.”
“Hold on there, cowboy,” Rainey says. “I’m coming with you. In this case, two leaders are better than one.”
“I can handle her.”
She shakes her head. “I’m more worried about her handling you.”
My head swivels toward her, eyes narrowed.
She shrugs. “You two have a history.”
“Which is why she’ll open up to me.”
“Which is why she knows how to get under your skin. I’m going.”
“Fine.” I push up. “Let’s go.”
We hike to the tent in silence. When we arrive, Nate’s on guard duty. He’s not a bad guy, but he’s not my biggest fan. Not after Valencia set her sights on me even though he’d been into her for years. Long gone are his creased khaki pants and clean-cut appearance. He’s now as scruffy as the rest of us.
“Nate. Who’s your replacement?”
“Bronco.”
“Good. Go grab him.”
Once Nate returns with the thick-necked Uni we recruited from the beach camps, I bring them up to speed on the new policy before ducking into the tent to get Draya. She’s fully dressed, sitting on the edge of her cot, waiting.
“Ready for your first outing?”
Without a word, she stands and follows me out. We walk to the lake, and I ask Nate and Bronco to hold back, giving us some privacy. Draya takes in her surroundings before turning to me. “So…”
“So, you wanted out. You’re out.”
Her gaze flicks to Rainey.
“You can speak in front of her.”
Draya draws a line in the sticks and leaves with her the toe of her boot, then another.
“Draya…”
She stares at me for a long moment. “Alright. Last week you asked me why I was still with the Uprising. Last night I told you revenge is a powerful motivator. Getting Evan out on my own was a last resort because I didn’t want to leave the Uprising.” Rainey coughs and Draya turns toward her, a smirk tilting up the corners of her mouth. “Don’t get your panties all twisted up. It’s not what you think.”
Rainey’s eyebrows pull together in a furious knot. “No?”
Draya takes a seat on one of the logs and stares out at the lake. “It was so easy to blame Evan for what happened to Lucien. He’d still be alive if they’d never come looking for her that morning.” She pauses and lets out a prolonged sigh. “But the truth is, everything was set in motion the minute we stumbled upon her. We never would’ve left her to die on the side of the road. Not even I’m that heartless. Even if we’d sent her home as soon as we discovered she was a Uni, it was already too late. We were all marked for death the moment we took her in. Everyone in that house.”
My skin tingles as a chill races across it. “How’d you find that out?”
“By accident. They never knew who I was or my history with Evan. I kept that secret well hidden. Remember what happened to Will and Ben’s parents?”
I nod and turn to Rainey. “They found a Uni kid who ran away from an abusive home. The Union sent some thugs out to retrieve him and killed their parents but let Will and Ben live.”
Rainey nods. “Evan told us when we first met her.”
Draya drags her gaze from the water and trains it on me. “Those weren’t Union officials. They were Walker’s crew posing as Unis. They actually went back to take care of Will and Ben later, not wanting any witnesses who could identify them, but by then, the boys were already living with us.”
“I don’t get it,” I say. “Why would Walker care about a Uni who ended up in the Ruins?”
“He was the son of a low-level official, a guy Walker’s working with. He did it as a favor. The guys he sent out there weren’t supposed to leave Will and Ben alive, but when they killed the parents, the Uni kid freaked, and they were afraid he’d say something once he got home. So, they told him if he kept his mouth shut, the two boys would be fine. They planned to go back and finish them off without the Uni kid knowing the difference.”
“Fuck,” I say, running a hand through my hair.
Rainey’s eyes are narrowed into such tiny slits, I doubt she can see anything. “So, explain what this has to do with you wanting to stay with the Uprising.”
“Once I discovered our fates were sealed long before that morning, I planned to find Walker and make him pay for what he did to all of us.”
That’s the Draya I know. When she said Lucien’s death was still driving her actions, this is what she meant. “You still can.”
She cuts her eyes to me and lifts an eyebrow.
“With our help.”
“With or without your help, I won’t stop until he’s dead.”
“I expect nothing less from you. Maybe now you can understand why I need something from you.”
“What?”
“The names of the soldiers who tortured Evan.”
A scream comes from behind us, followed by a single gunshot. I spin and run in the direction of the commotion, pulling my weapon from my waistband. When I crash through the shrubs, Nate is on the ground, blood and what looks like fur, peppering his shins, patches of bloody fur on the ground in front of him. Bronco stands a foot away, gun in a shaking hand, staring at the mess.
I drop to Nate’s side. “You okay?” My eyes rake his body, but I can’t find any wounds.
“Raccoon,” Bronco says.
Rainey grabs Bronco’s gun and takes in the scene, then wallops him across the back of the head with her hand. “What the hell is wrong with you?” She bends down to pick up a piece of fur from the ground and examines it.
“Raccoons out during the day are sick. Like with rabies or something.”
Rainey shakes his head. “Raccoons out during the day this time of year are nursing mothers in search of food. Do we need to add biology classes to our daily routine?”
Bronco’s face burns red and I suddenly remember Draya.
“Shit,” I spin, ready to go after her, but she stands two feet away, arms crossed, a grin lighting up her face.
“First-class team you’ve put together here,” she says with a laugh. Walking up next to me, she leans in and whispers, “Mickey Dunphey and Willis Johnson.” Then she starts back up the path. “I’m hungry. Are you all going to feed me?”
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ALL KINDS OF AWKWARD

Evan
The wind sliding through the trees stretches their branches like dancers before a performance. The rain let up hours ago, but the clouds hint they’re ready for another round. Ally and Colin were planning to leave after breakfast, but the storm was so bad, they waited it out. I walk with them to the edge of camp, our boots schlooping as the mud tries to suck them from our feet.
At the outer perimeter of camp, I stop. “This is where I get off.”
Ally reaches out to hug me, her rain jacket squeaking with the movement.
Colin drags me from her embrace, his dark eyes searching mine. “Take care, EvTay. We’ll be back in two weeks at the latest.”
“Good luck and stay safe.”
“Always.”
Colin picks up Ally’s hand and I wait as they hike out of sight. I’m about to turn and head back to camp when movement on the horizon catches my attention. The motion is not that of an animal. It’s more like bobbing. I duck behind a bush and peer between the shrubby branches. The click of a rifle comes from my right, high up in a tree as the sentry spots the movement as well.
I reach into the back of my waistband and grab my gun, although I’m more comfortable with a knife.
Two people come into view and my heart stops. “Stand down,” I yell to the sentry, shoving my gun back into my waistband before running across the sloppy ground, mud flinging up and coating the backs of my calves.
Eddie and his girlfriend, Talia, halt when they spot me. Eddie drops Talia’s hand and runs to meet me, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and smashing my face into his chest. We stand wrapped in each other until Talia joins us. I wipe a few tears before turning to face her. She looks as beautiful as ever with her mocha skin and dark hair, although her pale brown eyes are marred by dark circles.
“I’m so glad to see you guys. I was getting worried.”
“We didn’t have trouble getting out,” Eddie says, his normally cinnamon-colored hair is darker and plastered to his head by the rain. “But I had a hard time tracking her down.”
Talia shakes her head and drops of rain fly off the ends of her kinky hair. “When I couldn’t reach your dad or my brother, I called Captain Jackson. He told me to get out of my apartment, so I moved in with a girlfriend.”
“I called Jackson as a last resort,” Eddie says. “Should’ve been my first call.” He slings one arm over my shoulder and picks up Talia’s hand again as I lead them back to camp.
“Daddy!” My younger half-brother, Liam, yells, as he runs along the path to greet us.
My half-sister, Quinn, is covered in mud, leaves anchored to her red curls. She stops petting Barklyn long enough to glance up. When she sees her dad, she forgets all about my dog, who resembles a mangy wild mutt more than the purebred Havanese he is, and chases after her older brother. She trips in a muddy divot and goes face first to the ground, popping up coated in brown goo. Eddie picks up Liam and rushes to Quinn, reaching down a hand to pull her up and lifting her to his side. She wraps chubby arms around him and buries her muddy head in his neck, crying.
Talia remains back, biting her lip. I’m reminded that two of Eddie’s exes are also in camp. In addition to my mom, Quinn and Liam’s mother, Ashlynn, is here. Things are about to get all kinds of awkward. My relationship with Ashlynn is strained at best, but maybe I can convince my mom to help Talia feel at home. While Mom has no fondness for the man who spawned me only to leave her when he found out she was pregnant, she shouldn’t have anything against Talia.
I reach over to hug Talia. “I know this isn’t ideal, but it’s only temporary.”
“Evan, you don’t need to say anything. I knew what I was getting into when your dad came for me. I could have stayed in the Union and probably been safe, but that’s not where I wanted to be.”
“Being with my dad means you’re a target now.”
She pulls back with a smile. “I know. And I still choose him.”
It’s totally weird to imagine someone feeling about my dad the way I feel about Cyrus. After guiding them back to camp, I go look for my mom. She’s not in the mess area or any of the work areas. While she won’t train to be a soldier, at least she helps out around camp. Reluctantly. This is the first time in her life she hasn’t been able to buy her way out of work obligations. I finally find her sitting beside her tent in a folding recliner recently acquired by the scouts. No doubt paid for by my stepfather, Joe.
“Hey, Mom.”
“Hi, sweetie.”
“What are you doing?”
Her fingers comb through her damp, shoulder-length blond hair. “Just trying to dry out a little after this morning’s downpour. I got caught at the stream washing dishes and was drenched to the skin.”
“Oh. So, hey, I was hoping we could talk.”
She sits forward, the back of her chair following her up. “Is everything okay?”
Nothing is okay, but I’m sure she just wants to know if things are worse, and that all depends on your perspective, I guess. “Everything’s fine, except… Eddie’s here. He showed up this morning with Talia. You remember her, right? You met her at Bryce’s funeral.”
She scoffs. “You mean fake funeral.”
“But you remember her, right?”
“Of course, I do. She’s Bryce’s sister. Not something easily forgotten.”
“You also know none of this is her fault, right?”
“What are you getting at, Evan?”
With a sigh, I take a seat on a damp rock across from her. “I don’t think Ashlynn is very fond of her and I was hoping—”
“That I won’t pile on?”
“Yes.”
“Why do all of us need to be here?”
“You know why, Mom. The Uprising is after me, which means everyone in my family is in danger. Where else would they go?”
She glances into the trees. “You said other people live out here.”
“You think they should go live with strangers in the Ruins because it makes you uncomfortable?”
“I’m not uncomfortable.”
“Clearly not,” I mumble, taking in her new chair again.
“I’m still your mother, young lady.”
“And Eddie is still my dad.”
“Biologically.”
I blow out a frustrated breath and mumble, “This isn’t going well.”
She pushes herself up. “Your father and I were held prisoner along with your sisters. I think we’ve earned the right to be here.”
“So were Eddie and Ashlynn. I’m just asking everyone to get along. I thought you would be the most mature of the group.”
Her head rocks to the side like I slapped her. In her mind, mature means old, which is not what I meant. I regret saying it. Not because she took offense, but because she’s acting more immature than my fourteen-year-old sisters.
She stomps into her tent and zips the flap, ending our conversation.
   
As I search the camp for Cyrus, I approach the area set aside for practicing marksmanship. Snippets of conversation poke through the trees. One participant is definitely Rainey, but the other voice doesn’t belong to Cyrus. It’s not low enough for one.
To avoid being shot, I announce my presence before pushing through the last of the shrubbery. Rainey and Bryce are standing super close but take a step away from each other when they see me. Rainey’s scowl relaxes and Bryce stuffs his hands into his front pockets, his nervous tell.
“Everything alright?” I ask.
Rainey gives Bryce a side glance before responding. “Everything’s fine. Bryce was just leaving.”
Shrugging, Bryce mumbles something to Rainey before passing me, keeping his head down.
“What’s up?” Rainey asks.
“I’m looking for Cyrus. I thought he might be helping you.”
“No. It’s too wet for target practice this morning. Last I saw him he was carrying an ax and heading that way.” She points toward the lake.
“Okay, thanks.” While I hike to the lake, I try to make sense of what I stumbled upon. If Rainey’s not sharing, it’s likely not leadership business, and Bryce walked away like a kicked puppy.
The steady thwacking of metal against wood directs me to a clearing where Cyrus stands, shirtless. He wipes the sweat from his brow before taking another swing. I allow myself a moment to admire the hard planes of his back, the muscles expanding and contracting with each movement before interrupting him.
“There you are.”
He drives the ax into the stump and turns toward me, grinning. Grabbing his shirt from where he tucked it into his waistband, he yanks it over his head and walks toward me, pulling me against him. Sweat seeps through the thin cotton pressed against my cheek. I inhale that deeply masculine scent that is all him and feel myself starting to unwind.
“You were looking for me?”
“Yeah. I just…needed to talk.”
“Everything okay?”
“Yes and no. I mean, mostly yes, but… Eddie’s here with Talia.”
“Really? When?”
“About an hour ago. I’m worried about everyone getting along, so I talked to my mom, and it…kinda sucked.”
He releases me and I take a seat on a felled log to watch him work. Sadly, he leaves his shirt on this time.
“You two have a complicated relationship, but you keep trying to make it something it’s not. If you accept it for what it is, you’ll stop getting frustrated.”
“Is that what you do with Draya?”
He picks up another piece of wood and lays it on the chopping block before taking a swing. “Draya’s always treated me like her kid brother. Even before she and Lucien were involved. I never assumed it would be otherwise.”
“Even now?”
He splits two more logs, tossing them onto the pile, before turning to face me. “Now, I’m not sure what we are to each other, but that’s not the same as you and your mom.”
I walk over and start loading the split wood into the wagon to be hauled to the mess area.
“Ev…”
After placing my armload of firewood on top, I turn to face him.
“As an outside observer, it’s obvious to me your mom loves you.”
“I know she does.” I bend over and grab another load. “Sometimes I just wonder if she’d love me more if I chose the life she wanted for me.”
A chilling scream comes from the center of camp, and I drop the wood as Cyrus sprints past me in the direction of the commotion.
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LABOR

Cyrus
F ear propels me toward the screams, twigs and thorny branches lashing at my calves as I take the fastest route, not necessarily the cleared path. Other voices join the girl’s screams, including a guy yelling for help. Gun in hand, finger on the trigger, I crash through the last of the brush into the common area, where Miranda, the Ruins girl Bryce knocked up, sits on the ground, doubled-over, tears streaming down her face.
Bryce glances up from where he’s squatting beside her. “She’s in labor. It’s too soon.”
My childhood friends, Sonia and Marcus, arrive moments later, guns also drawn. Sonia assesses the situation within seconds, stuffing her piece into her waistband before dropping down beside Miranda. “Tell me what’s going on.”
Evan slides up beside me, breathing hard. “What happened.”
“Contractions, I think. How far along is she?”
Her lips move as she counts in her head. “She can’t be more than seven months, and that’s assuming she got pregnant within a few weeks of when we blew up the camps. That’s not too early, at least not in the Union.” She glances up at me as realization dawns. “We have to get her there.”
“Ev…”
“Cyrus, the baby will die if we don’t.”
She’s right. No babies born that early survive out here, but the idea is stupidly dangerous. We’re weighing the life of one unborn baby against the lives of the hundreds who live in this camp. Sonia gives me a short shake of her head, letting me know she can’t stop what’s happening.
Rainey enters the clearing, gun drawn. After slipping her gun into her waistband she joins the group on the ground. Gaze riveted to Miranda’s belly, she and Bryce converse in hushed tones.
Miranda lets out another scream that splits the air. Bryce takes her hand in both of his and whispers something to her. The screams continue for what feels like hours before she lies back, her face coated in a sheen of sweat.
Bryce drops her hand and stands, turning toward us. “I’m taking her to the Union. I need supplies.” The crowd scatters, returning minutes later with a stretcher and a couple of overstuffed backpacks.
Bryce shrugs into one of the backpacks, eying the stretcher. “That won’t work. Is there another way to transport her?”
“I can walk,” Miranda says. “I’ll just need to take breaks.”
“No,” Sonia says, laying a hand on her arm. “That will only move things along faster. You want to postpone this delivery as long as possible.”
“Wait!” Gunther says. “The scouts have a large cart. We can pad it with blankets.”
“Get it,” I say, moving toward the group. “I’ll go with you.”
“Me, too,” Ev says.
“Wait, what about our ‘one leader per mission’ policy?” Rainey asks.
“That was when we only had four leaders,” I say, picking up the other backpack and hoisting it on. “Now we have five, plus a former governor. If anything happens to us, you still have adequate leadership.”
She frowns and turns away, muttering something.
“I’ll come, too,” Sonia says.
I shake my head. “No. You’re needed here. There’s nothing you can do for her now anyway.”
“I can keep her comfortable.”
We both know there’s nothing she can do to keep a laboring woman comfortable.
She sighs. “You’re right.” Then she orders the recruits who normally work for her to fetch water and some cloth from her medical tent. When they return, Sonia makes a cold compress and lays it across Miranda’s forehead while giving Ev a steady stream of orders on what to do in nearly every conceivable scenario. Ev listens and nods, but the rigidness of her shoulders tells me she’s not prepared for any of this.
I join them, placing a hand on Evan’s shoulder. “I’ve helped Sonia deliver two babies. I know what to do.” Then I turn to Sonia. “How far apart?”
“Fifteen, twenty minutes.”
Evan glances up and swallows hard. “If we can get her there in time, they may be able to stop the labor. They can do that sometimes.”
Sonia shakes her head. “No. Her water broke.”
“Oh.”
Gunther returns with the cart, an ingeniously designed and constructed vehicle with inflatable tires and shock absorbers from the Union.
Bryce picks up the handle and begins to pull the cart while I go to the back and push. Evan follows, gun drawn as we move briskly toward the trees.
“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Evan calls to Rainey. “Once we know Miranda and the baby are safe.”
The closest path to the Union is the same one the scouts use when getting supplies. Miranda breathes heavily before letting loose another scream and writhing in pain. We stop until the contraction passes, then try to make up for the lost time. Luckily, this cart moves easily over the rugged terrain.
Oppressive humidity builds as late-morning sun breaks through the thick clouds, making our journey that much more hellish. After wiping my brow every few minutes, I finally peel off my shirt and tear a strip from the bottom, creating a headband to keep sweat from stinging my eyes.
As late morning becomes early afternoon, Miranda’s contractions grow closer together.
“Ten minutes now,” Ev says.
From my experience, that means we’re closer to a baby arriving. Luckily, the monstrous back wall of the Union looms larger with each passing mile and I’m hopeful we’ll make it in time.
We’re only a few hundred yards away when I notice Ev making a wide circle around us, her head pivoting.
“What is it?” I ask when she returns to my side.
“Something doesn’t feel right. I’m just not sure what it is.”
One thing I know about my girl is that she has incredible instincts. If she thinks something’s off, she’s usually right. Bryce halts, and I nearly run the cart into him. He glances from Ev to Miranda before dodging right, pulling the cart with him behind a stand of bushes.
“Did you see something?” Ev asks Bryce.
He shakes his head and puts a finger to his lips. Just then, Miranda lets out another one of her labor screams that sends the nearby birds into flight. Bryce drops down beside her and presses his forehead to hers, while urging her to be as quiet as possible.
Too late.
In the distance, a voice calls out, “Over there. Behind those bushes. Go, go, go!”
Weapon clutched in my left hand, I crouch beside Ev and peer through the brush. I scan the area but only see waves of tall grass readying for the pummeling of rain and possibly hail that will follow any minute.
My body tenses, ready to react, when I hear the click behind us. I whirl and come face to face with two soldiers — a girl not much younger than me and a guy maybe a few years older —staring at me down the barrel of his weapon.
“Jackpot,” the guy says, sizing me up, recognition dancing in his eyes.
My gaze flicks from him to the girl. I recognize both of them from the camp I broke Ev out of. I was once their commander. Which means they know exactly who they’ve got in their sights.
Miranda pants before whimpering, drawing the attention of the girl. Her eyes widen, as she takes in the laboring member of our party and grips her weapon tighter.
“Emmali?” Ev asks.
The girl whips her head from Miranda to Evan, narrowing her eyes. “How do you know my name?”
“It’s me, Delilah, from camp,” she says, using her Uprising alias.
The girl, Emmali, momentarily drops her jaw, before slamming it shut and swinging her rifle toward Ev, making my heart skip a beat.
The guy, whose name and number I can’t recall at the moment, smirks. “Well, well, well. Told you they were hooking up.”
Emmali shakes her head. “Shut it, Les.”
Ev takes a step toward her. “Emmali, what are you doing here?”
Emmali pins me with a stare, but her weapon is still pointed at Ev. “No questions.”
My attention is so fully on the situation at hand, I fail to see Bryce make his move before it’s too late.
Les, swivels toward Bryce, his finger on the trigger. Bryce lunges at him, and Les fires.
“No!” Evan screams.
Bryce falls, but pops back up, brushing himself off, appearing uninjured.
“Bryce!” Evan yells. “Miranda!”
My attention is drawn to the red stain spreading across Miranda’s shoulder. Evan rushes toward Miranda at the same time Bryce does. Les lines up again, this time aiming at Evan.
I launch myself at Les to disrupt his shot and give Evan a chance. Another shot rings out, and heat unlike anything I’ve ever felt tears through my back, ripping an unbidden yell from my lungs as searing pain engulfs me.
“Cyrus!” Evan screams. “Oh my god! Cyrus!” Cool hands cradle my face like ice against my raging skin. “Cyrus.” One sob follows another as she continues to yell my name, softer and softer, as if she’s fading away.
My eyes struggle to focus on her face, but it’s a losing battle, plus I’m terrified my skin will melt her ice hands.
“Stay with me, Cyrus. Please don’t leave me. I need you.”
Those words pull me from the perimeter of darkness where the pain is less, into a world flooded with the glaring brightness of agony.
Her fingers melt from my cheeks until I’m sure the rest of her will follow. I reach for her and she takes my hand, hers still intact, but now warm and slick, smelling of copper.
“Cy, please,” she begs, warm tears falling from her face and spilling onto mine.
My gaze holds hers. It’s the best I can do. Chaos erupts around us as Bryce yells and the two Uprising soldiers bark orders at him that he ignores.
Another shot is fired.
Evan falls forward, covering me.
Forcing myself to remain conscious, I mumble her name.
She pushes herself up, her lips moving soundlessly. The absolute terror that we’re both about to die sends a zip of adrenaline through me, and I find the strength to push myself to my side. “Ev…” I groan.
“It’ll be okay,” she whispers. “We’re gonna get you help.”
“Are…you…hurt?”
She shakes her head, tears streaming down her face. “No.” After wiping her nose with the back of her hand, she kisses me softly. “I’m fine. Les is dead.”
I have no idea what she’s talking about. “Less what?”
A trembling hand reaches out and strokes my forehead. “It’s gonna be okay. I swear. But you have to stay with me.”
“Talk to me.” Maybe if I focus on her words, I can remain conscious.
“Okay. Um…Bryce shot Les. He’s dead. Miranda’s not moving. Emmali and Bryce are in a standoff. If she shoots him, I don’t know what’ll happen. She was my bunkmate in camp. I’m going to try to talk to her, but I don’t want to leave you.”
The words tumble through my head like rolling dice as she continues to give me a play-by-play. My eyelids grow heavy, but I force them open, watch her lips move, and struggle to understand what she’s saying.
As I force myself to remain conscious, I realize I no longer feel pain. “Ev,” I say on a labored breath.
“Yeah?”
“I can’t feel my legs.”
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HELD HOSTAGE

Evan
Dread fills me like water in a pitcher, spilling over the top and running down my sides. It holds me hostage as the man I love tells me he can’t feel his legs. Swiveling my head, I scan the area, seeking help, but there’s no one except a girl who wants us dead.
“Bryce!” I scream when I finally find my voice.
“Are you hurt?” he asks, never taking his eyes from Emmali.
“No. But Cyrus…” a sob escapes my throat, but I can’t bring myself to say he’s been shot and may be dying.
“What happened?” His eyes sweep the scene before him. “Is he…”
“No. But he can’t walk. He can’t feel his legs. We need to get him help, now.”
Bryce glances from Emmali to Cyrus then Miranda. “Evansville…”
“Bryce, please!”
With his gun still trained on Emmali, he takes a step toward Cyrus just as Miranda lets out a low moan from the cart. Bryce pivots and darts to her side, the standoff forgotten.
Through tear-drenched eyes, I turn toward Emmali. She remains a few yards away, her weapon now pointed at me. “Did you do this to him? Did you shoot him?” I yell.
“No.” She shakes her head emphatically, but more like she’s trying to convince herself. Her eyes narrow and she suddenly focuses on me with laser-sharpness. “You lied to me.”
“I lied to everyone, Emmali!”
“I thought we were friends.”
“We were. Other than Colin, you were the only friend I had in that godforsaken hellhole.”
“Colin?”
“Another lie. Jeremy’s real name is Colin and mine’s Evan.”
Her eyes widen as her gaze shifts from my face to my wild red hair, sudden realization coloring her features and sealing my fate.
“Drop it,” Bryce growls from behind me.
I turn to see him, gun pointed at Emmali.”
“Bryce, no!” I yell before turning back to Emmali. “Yes. I’m Evan Taylor. I promise, if you help me get Cyrus to a hospital, I will go with you. I won’t put up a fight.”
“Ev…no,” Cyrus groans beside me.
I grip his hand tighter, but it’s the only way. I can’t lose him and she’s my last hope to save his life. My eyes plead with my once friend. “Emmali, please…” I whisper.
She bites her lip, her eyes flicking between Bryce and me, then to Cyrus on the ground. “Okay. But you need to surrender your weapons.”
“Done.”
“What?” Bryce yells.
“Do it, Bryce. Every minute we waste is a minute closer to death for all three of them.”
He drops his gun and kicks it toward Emmali. I hand her mine and Cyrus’s. She stuffs them all into the back of her waistband and adjusts her own weapon so it’s strapped behind her back. “Okay, how are we going to do this?”
My head pivots in every direction, looking for an answer. The cart is too small for both Cyrus and Miranda. “I…I don’t know.” Panic begins to take hold again. My hands grip my hair, fingers tangling in my curls as I search for a solution. Without waiting for us to figure out what to do with Cyrus, Bryce begins tugging the cart toward the Union.
“Wait!” I yell. Pushing up, I run over to the cart and point at the now blood-soaked blanket Miranda is lying on. “I need that.”
“You want me to just rip it out from under her? She’s shot and in labor.”
“Cyrus is dying!”
“So is Miranda.”
I glare at him then reach in, wrapping my fingers around the edge of the fabric and tug.
Bryce shakes his head, turns, and begins his trek again.
Undeterred, I hold tight. Miranda moans as the blanket is pulled from beneath her. I jog beside the cart as I continue to wiggle it free an inch at a time.
“Bryce, stop and help me.”
He continues as if I haven’t spoken. Anger flashes through me and I yank the blanket hard. Miranda yelps and guilt at causing her pain makes me let go. None of this is her fault.
Bryce halts and turns toward me. “What the hell, Evan!”
Miranda groans, but leans forward. “Bryce,” she says, “Give her a hand.”
He flings the handle to the ground and comes around back to assist Miranda so I can free the blanket.
Once I have it, I glance around for something to use for poles. “I need sturdy sticks,” I yell to Emmali.”
She nods, and turns, scanning the area, Bryce completely ignoring us as he pulls Miranda toward the Union.
“Here,” Emmali yells, holding a substantial enough branch in her hand. Now we just need another.
While looking for a second one, I check on Cyrus every few seconds to ensure he’s still alive. His breaths are short and labored, as if the effort to live is wearing him out.
My foot catches on something and I stumble forward, righting myself before I face-plant in the dirt. I glance down to find I tripped over a branch. One big enough to do the job.
“Got one!” I call to Emmali.
She rushes back to my side, and we work together to create a makeshift stretcher the way we learned in training. When it’s ready, I set it beside Cyrus and kneel next to him, taking his face in my hands. His skin is cool and clammy, his eyelids heavy.
“Cy, are you still with me.”
He gives me a weak, lopsided grin. “You told me to. I do what I’m told.”
A laugh wrapped in a sob breaks free, and I bend forward to place a gentle kiss on his lips. “We’re going to lift you onto a stretcher now.”
He nods and presses his lips tightly together.
“You ready?” I ask Emmali.
“Yeah.” She bends to grab Cyrus’s ankles.
I curl my hands under his arms so his armpits rest in the crook of my elbow. “On three.” I count and then we lift him, which is no easy feat. He’s big and basically dead weight. Sweat pools in my eyes with the effort, and I swipe it with my forearm before bending down to grab the front of the poles. Emmali gets the other end and we lift him. The blanket groans beneath his weight but holds.
I take one step forward, then another, heading to an unknown future, fear spiraling through me, threatening to twist me apart.
   
By the time we reach the back wall, Cyrus has been unconscious for ten minutes. He’s still breathing, which is the only thing keeping me from losing it. We set the stretcher down so Emmali can open the door.
“What now?” I ask.
“If we run into anyone, you’re both my prisoners, and he has valuable information we need.”
The hallways are darker than I remember as we make our way from the back wall toward the express elevators. The best trauma hospitals are on the top level and require nothing more than a fast elevator ride to access. But there’s also a heavy Uprising presence up there. I’m risking everything by trusting Emmali.
My foot slips in something wet and I glance down to find a dark puddle. Blood. Miranda’s. Her condition is critical, and the baby needs a level ten NICU if it’s to survive and those are only on the top level. I follow the trail of blood to the elevator bank and press the up button. My thoughts torment me for the excruciating few minutes it takes for the doors to open, revealing a puddle of blood.
Emmali and I are silent as we drag Cyrus’s stretcher inside. After pressing the button for the hundredth level, I squat to check Cyrus’s vitals. His breathing is very shallow now and his pulse is weak. Terror pools low in my gut. They can do a lot with medical advancements, but they can’t save everyone. And they have almost no experience with gunshot wounds. When the doors finally open at the top, I rush out to grab the front poles, barely waiting for Emmali to pick up the rear before barreling along the sidewalk toward the bright red cross adorning the nearest medical facility.
“What’s going on?” Someone shouts.
Emmali pauses before dropping her end of the stretcher with a clank onto the sidewalk.
“Uh, prisoners. This one needs medical attention.”
A soldier approaches from my right, eyes sweeping the scene before him. He’s middle-aged with graying temples and a scruffy beard.
“What happened?” he asked.
“We’re running out of time,” I plead with Emmali, hoping she’ll just shoot the guy and be done with it.
“Quiet,” he orders.
I slam my lips together, but nothing can quiet the tension coursing through me as I note Cyrus’s face is even more pale.
“Where’d you capture them?”
“Outside the walls. I’ll debrief after we get him to the hospital up ahead,” she nods toward our destination. “He has valuable information that will die with him if we don’t get him treatment. Now.”
The guy sighs, like he doesn’t care but also doesn’t want to deal with any hassles following a valuable prisoner’s death. “Alright. I’ll escort you. Where’s your partner?”
“Dead.”
I cringe. Why couldn’t she lie about that? Now he’s going to be on even higher alert.
The guy swears under his breath. “Gonna be a long debrief.”
Instead of leading the way, he walks behind us. I only glance back once to note his rifle trained on my back.
When we arrive at the emergency entrance, the doors slide open to chaos. Two doctors perform CPR on Miranda while Bryce stands to the side, staring at the floor coated in her blood.
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FRAGILE STRINGS

Evan
“I’ve got a pulse, let’s go.” The two doctors working on Miranda push the gurney through a set of double doors and disappear from sight.
Bryce sighs and collapses on a chair, his hands wedged between his knees. With Miranda gone, the staff notices Cyrus and explodes into action while asking me dozens of questions. I tell them what I can, including the fact that his legs are numb. Concern flickers in the young doctor’s eyes before she glances at Emmali and the other soldier with disgust. She listens to his chest, then grabs his wrist.
“I need a crash cart!” she yells, nudging me aside.
Someone runs forward pushing a narrow cart with a display and various devices. A swarm of other medical professionals materializes. The young doctor straddles Cyrus, her blond ponytail swinging with the motion. She begins chest compressions while my own heart stops.
“No, no, no…” I whisper, before my legs give out and I slump down to the floor to watch in horror. “This isn’t happening.” I crush my palms into my eyes, trying to force myself to wake up from this nightmare.
This isn’t real.
It can’t be.
Please don’t be real.
“Alright, let’s go,” the bearded soldier says.
Emmali places a hand on his arm to stop him then whispers something to him. His body tenses followed by wild gesturing. They can argue all they want, but I’m not leaving until I know Cyrus is okay. Reaching into my back pocket, I finger my knife, comforted by the fact no one knows I have it.
From my spot on the floor, I watch through tears as the medical team works feverishly on Cyrus. They hook up the electrical pulse devices and shock him, but it doesn’t seem to be working. Then they flip a switch so that their equipment does the work of his heart and lungs before wheeling him out of sight.
With nothing left to focus on, I let go of the fragile strings holding me together and anguish takes over. Heaving sobs wrack my body until it feels as if I’m being torn apart from the inside out, my body unraveling like an old sweater, one row at a time until I’m just a pile of yarn on the floor.
When my eyes are nothing but swollen slits, I lay my face on the cool tile and wonder how I’m supposed to go on without him. Is this how Draya feels every waking moment? If so, maybe I can understand why she’s done some of the things she has.
Something touches my arm and I jerk back, my hand flying to my pocket.
“Evansville.”
I lift my head and stare up at Bryce. His gray eyes are red-rimmed and dark circles burrow into the mocha colored skin beneath them. Across the waiting room Emmali and the bearded guy are still in a heated conversation. I put my head back down, not caring about them or Bryce or anyone, wondering if I’ll ever care about anything again.
“Evansville,” he whispers. “Unless you want them to take you now, we need to do something.”
“I’m not going anywhere. They can kill me if they want.”
“There’s been enough killing today. I have an idea.”
I sit up and lean against the wall, giving him my attention.
“I’ve been listening to them talk. The guy doesn’t know me from anyone else in the waiting room. But the girl does, and she hasn’t told him yet.”
My eyes flick to where they’re still talking near the entrance, paying no attention to us. Can I trust Emmali? Why hasn’t she taken Bryce into custody? If she’s trying to keep our relationship a secret from the guy, Bryce talking to me is going to blow that up.
At that moment, Emmali’s attention is redirected to us.
“Look, miss, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. If you are, I’ll leave you alone,” Bryce says, his voice much too loud.
The guy soldier takes a step toward us, but Emmali stops him again.
“I-I could use some water,” I say, getting into character.
“Come on, I’ll help you.”
The dude jerks out of Emmali’s grasp and comes toward us. “She’s our prisoner.”
Bryce puts his hands up in a sign of surrender. “Sorry, she just looked like she could use some compassion.”
The guy shoves Bryce’s shoulder. “That’s none of your concern.”
Bryce mumbles something and returns to his seat, exchanging a glance with Emmali on his way. The fact that she still hasn’t divulged anything about Bryce or Miranda is a sign I need to trust her.
Resting my head against the wall, I close my eyes and pretend to sleep while I try to figure out a way to disarm him. As much as I try to force a plan, all I can think about is Cyrus and the fact that he wasn’t breathing on his own. There’s a lot medical science can do, but death is still final.
“Up,” the soldier orders.
I open my puffy eyes. “Can’t I stay until I know he’s going to be okay?”
“He won’t be. Let’s go.”
Even though I know he’s not a doctor, the finality of that statement steals what little breath I have left so that I don’t need to fake it when my legs buckle as he tries to drag me to my feet.
He turns to Emmali. “Stay here until you’re sure he’s dead, then join me at HQ.” He turns and jerks me forward.
My eyes seek and find Emmali, who watches in silence as the guy drags me through the waiting room to the sliding glass doors. They hiss open as we approach and I’m dragged out into balmy night air so stifling, it’s like trying to breathe through jelly.
The guy adjusts his grip on my arm, and I use that small opportunity to jerk free. My hand dives into my back pocket to retrieve my knife. It takes less than a second to flick open the blade and embed it in the side of his neck. He grunts, reaching up to grab at the handle. While his eyes and mouth gape, I relieve him of his weapon, stowing it behind the potted plants.
He slumps to the ground, and I glance around, realizing how exposed we are. Someone could come by at any moment. I need to do something with him, but I don’t know what.
Before I can formulate a plan, the hospital doors open and Emmali struts toward me. “What’s going on?”
I glance up, but words fail me. How do I explain I just killed her superior?
Her eyes zero in on the knife in his neck and the blood everywhere. She quickly scans the area before rushing to my side. “Let’s stow the body over here.” She points to a large planter. “It’ll do for now, and we can dump him elsewhere after dark.”
She retrieves my knife and wipes it on his shirt before pocketing it, then grabs his feet. We drag him between the planter and the wall, a trail of blood creating a path that leads directly to the body.
“Shit,” she says, looking at the sidewalk.
“What’s going on?” Bryce asks, coming up behind us.
I jump, my heart pounding. “Dammit, Bryce, you scared the crap out of me.”
His gaze locks on the blood. “This isn’t good. Although…this is a hospital, so not completely out of the ordinary. But it can’t lead to a body. We need to move him.”
Emmali gives him a side-eye glance before asking me, “Is he for real?”
“Unfortunately.”
“We can’t move him until dark,” Emmali says. “I don’t know how things were before the Invasion, but now, carrying dead bodies during daylight will raise eyebrows.”
Bryce glances around and scratches the back of his neck. “What if we take him back inside?”
“Are you crazy?” Emmali asks.
“No. We found him. They will have no reason to believe anything else.”
Emmali nods. “Not a bad plan, actually.”
The three of us manage to get him upright and drape his arms across Emmali’s and Bryce’s shoulders so they can drag him back to the hospital. The doors slide open and I yell, “Help, help, this soldier has been injured.”
Medical staff jump into action as we fade back before anyone can ask us any questions.
   
Our room on the top floor of the hotel overlooks a central courtyard. The once lushly landscaped common area suffers from the same fate as much of the Union these days — lack of anyone to care for it. Dying grass is littered with leaves from the trees that still grow strong, but artfully arranged pots are overflowing with drooping plants, in need of water and weeding.
Bryce returns to the room, easing the door closed behind him. “We should be okay here. We’re back in the corner, obscured from view by the other rooms’ balconies. Assuming anyone is looking for us.”
“When can we go back to the hospital?” I ask.
Emmali shakes her head. “Give it until morning. There was a lot going on in that place tonight; it’s doubtful many, if any, will remember us as the ones bringing the dead soldier in. Even those that do, may not say anything. The Uprising’s not particularly popular around here.”
Bryce snorts. “Can you blame them?”
The scene with Cyrus not breathing repeats in my head until I near panic again. I have to know he’s okay. “I’m going back now.”
“Whoa, hang on,” Bryce says.
“What is wrong with you? Aren’t you worried about Miranda and your baby?”
“Of course, I am. But I won’t be any good to either of them if I’m dead or in custody.” He glances at my hair. “And while it was chaotic today, chances are you’ll be recognized unless we do something about your appearance.”
“I don’t care. I need to know. You can come with me or not, but I’m going.” I head to the door and yank it open.
“Bad idea,” Emmali says.
I spin to face her. “I’m still going with you. I gave you my word. But I need to know—” my voice chokes off, unable to put a voice to my worst fears.
“That’s not what I mean.” Her gaze softens. “I’ve seen a lot of miracles since I’ve been here. A lot of stuff I never knew was possible. He might be okay.”
I swallow around the melon-sized lump in my throat and nod. Then I open the door wider and step through.
“Delilah…Evan, wait.”
Emmali crosses the room and grabs my arm. I jerk out of her hold. Nothing is going to keep me from getting back to Cyrus.
“Just wait. I know what I’m talking about. If we wait until morning, it will be safer for everyone. Including the commander.”
Bryce’s eyebrows go up. “Commander?”
“Cyrus. That’s how she knew him.”
“Oh, right. I forgot.”
I step back into our room and close the door, leaning against it with an exaggerated breath. “Okay.”
Just because I may know it’s best not to go running back to the hospital doesn’t mean waiting is any easier than it was before. I alternate between pacing and staring at the courtyard below.
After my third rotation, Emmali joins me on the balcony. “Tell me what happened that night at camp?”
“What?”
“The night you left.”
“Oh.” I take a seat in one of the chairs and put my feet up on the railing. Emmali sits in the other chair while I tell her about the night Cyrus, Colin, and I escaped the Uprising camp. The night I was shot and Willow, a young girl in our camp, was killed. About how I almost died, but Cyrus got me to the Union in time. Just like I did for him. That memory has a calming effect. Maybe he will be okay. They saved me. They can save him.
“What were you really doing there, then?” She asks when I finish.
I can’t tell her the truth, not all of it anyway. But I try to stick to the truth as much as possible.
“I was looking for Cyrus.” I just didn’t think I’d find him there. “I’m from here, as you probably figured out by now.” She nods. “But I wound up out in the Ruins the summer before I met you. It’s a long story, but I was kidnapped before I escaped. Cyrus and his friends found me, and I fell hard for him. Bryce and my Union friends went to the Ruins to bring me home…but I couldn’t get over Cyrus.”
She rolls her bottom lip in and nods again. “So why make up that story about why you joined up?”
“If I said I was from the Union and looking for my boyfriend, what would you have said?”
“Yeah, okay. But what about the guy you were there with? What’s his name again?”
“Colin.”
“Yeah, Colin.”
“He’s one of my best friends. When I told him where I was going, he insisted on joining me.”
“Why pretend to be together if you were looking for Cyrus?”
“That was his idea. He had a girlfriend and didn’t want to be turning girls down. He can be a little full of himself. I doubt many girls would have gone after him.”
Emmali shrugs. “He’s hot. I would’ve given it a go if you hadn’t been together.”
“Please never tell him that. He’s got a big enough head as it is.”
“It’s not like I’m ever going to see him again.”
I turn toward her, studying her profile. She’s pretty, with delicate features that hide the warrior beneath. “You could.”
She turns to meet my gaze with soft green eyes that almost seem too big for her face. “How?”
“Do you like what you’re doing? Believe in the Uprising’s cause? I mean, you didn’t turn Bryce in at the hospital, so…”
“Unlike you, I was honest when I told you why I joined up. I signed on so they’d leave the rest of my family alone. So no, I’m not into the cause. And I didn’t turn your friend in because I couldn’t see any benefit in it.”
“Well, we’re—”
“Evan…” Bryce warns.
“Hang on,” I say to Emmali and hop up to join Bryce in the kitchenette, where he’s fiddling with the espresso maker.
“You can’t trust her,” he whispers.
“She’s proven trustworthy.”
“Yeah, to join us in the hotel, but not with, you know…” He mouths, “The Resistance.”
“I have to try. I’m not going to divulge details, but I want to give her the option to join us. This was one of our strategies, remember? Peel off reluctant Uprising members. She was my best friend in camp aside from Colin.”
“Be very careful,” he says.
“No one has ever been more careful.”
I take two cups of coffee back to the patio and hand one to Emmali.
She takes a sip. “Thanks. What do you call this again?”
“This particular drink is a cappuccino, but there are all kinds of coffee drinks.”
“Oh. This is good. I had one the other day that was too sweet.”
I take a sip of my own and set the mug down on the table between us. “I want to ask you to join us. I can’t go into details yet, but we’ve got a group of people who want to fight back against the Uprising.”
“I know,” she says, blowing across her drink to cool it.
“You know?”
She rolls her eyes. “Of course. What? You think we just happened to be there when you showed up at the wall? We were waiting for you. Someone tipped us off about a group in the Ruins using that entrance to get supplies from the Union.”
“What?” Bryce asks from behind us.
I turn and lock eyes with him. This is really bad.
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TOSSING AND TURNING

Evan
Deep indigo gives way to heather gray as night becomes morning. With my feet up on the railing, I stare at the courtyard below, a blanket wrapped around me to chase off the chill. Shift change at the hospital is in an hour, so I’ll be able to safely return to a new crew who’ve never seen me. Well as safe as I’ll get anyway.
I didn’t even try to go to sleep, knowing it was a lost cause. Bryce at least gave it a shot, but based on all his bed gymnastics, I’m guessing he got about as much sleep as I did. I spent my endless hours going over every ugly detail of the past twenty-four hours, including the bombshell Emmali dropped on us — someone is feeding the Uprising information on our movements.
She doesn’t know how the information came to them or who provided it. No one outside our Resistance should know that information, but if someone does, why didn’t they reveal more? Like where our camp is, or how many of us there are. Emmali said she doesn’t know any details, but she could be holding back, or maybe her superiors only told her what she needed to know.
After she went to bed, Bryce and I talked for a couple of hours. He’s convinced Emmali is playing us so she can infiltrate and report back. I’m not so sure. If she was honest with me from the start, she’s not loyal to the Uprising. Add to that the fact that they were waiting for us at the wall gives legitimacy to her claim that someone tipped them off. But even if, as Bryce suggested, she offered that up to gain our trust, she doesn’t seem to care one way or the other. It’s not like she’s trying to convince us she’s one of us. She’s just a teenage girl from the Ruins. I’m having a hard time believing she’s capable of a complex psychological mind game that started before I ever met her.
Bryce and Emmali begin to stir behind me, increasing my anxiousness to get back to the hospital and check on Cyrus. I fling the blanket off, revealing my soiled clothes, now stiff with dried blood.
Emmali eyes my stained shirt. “You need to change.”
“Yeah, I know, but we didn’t exactly pack for a vacation. We left in a hurry to get Miranda here.”
She studies me for a few more minutes, then takes in Bryce. “Okay. Well, we can’t wait for stores to open. I’ll be back.”
“That was weird,” Bryce says after Emmali slips out the front door.
I shrug, my concept of what is weird is a pretty high bar these days. “Anything to eat in here?”
“Some stuff in the fridge. Milk, some granola in the cabinet. And the Supresso machine.”
“Great. Want some coffee?”
“Sure.”
The mini kitchen has a stock of espresso pods on the counter, and I put one in the machine before placing a white ceramic mug under the spout and pressing the button. As it steams the milk, my hands begin to tremble with the fear that Cyrus might not have made it through the night.
“I like my coffee hot,” Bryce says.
“What?” I blink and realize I’ve been staring at the filled cup long enough for the foam on top to start dissolving. “Sorry.” I set the cup aside and make another one for Bryce, then drink the cooler one myself.
Before I finish my first cup, Emmali lets herself back into the room, a stack of clothing folded in her arms.
“Where did you get those?” I ask.
“It’s amazing how much noise people can sleep through.”
Bryce’s eyebrows fly up. “You stole someone’s clothes?”
“We need them more than they do. Isn’t that how you Unis operate?”
I roll my eyes but take the offered clothes and head into the bathroom to change. Upon closer inspection, they’re someone’s sleepwear. The pink and purple flowered lounge pants puddle on the floor and, I have to roll the waistband so I don’t trip over them. Then I pull on the matching lavender tank top. When I open the door, Bryce is waiting with a smirk as he takes in my attire.
“Shut it until you see what you have to wear.”
He glances down at the bundle in his hands with a sober expression before heading in to change. He emerges shortly wearing a pair of plaid flannel pajama bottoms and a navy T-shirt, no longer smirking.
Emmali tosses me a slouch hat before pulling open the door. “Let’s go.”
I stuff my hair under the hat and grab my soiled clothes on the way out, tossing them into the first trash can we pass. We arrive at the hospital twenty minutes after shift change and wait for Emmali to scope it out. My heart pounds against my ribs, anticipating the worst possible news, when she finally waves us in. The floors have been mopped, removing all traces of Miranda’s and Cyrus’s blood, but nothing can remove the smell of piped-in fresh air mixed with antiseptic that’s a hospital staple.
While Emmali talks to the desk clerk, I stand back, trying and failing to remain calm. After lots of nodding and gesturing, Emmali returns to us, her eyes refusing to meet mine. I take a step back until I find the wall, needing it to hold me up.
“What?” I croak.
She reaches a hand toward me, but I pull away, shaking my head.
“It’s bad. He lost a lot of blood. They aren’t sure he’ll make it.”
“Oh, god,” I whisper as the world tips sideways and hell grabs my feet, pulling me into its unbearable depths. Bryce grabs my arm before I hit the floor and guides me to a chair.
“But he’s alive now, right?” Bryce asks.
“Yes,” Emmali says. “I have more bad news.”
I lift my head to stare at her, wondering if I’m strong enough to handle more. Bryce reaches over to squeeze my shoulder.
“Miranda didn’t make it.”
Bryce’s grip on my shoulder evaporates and he drops into the chair beside me. “The baby?” he wheezes.
“The baby’s hanging on. It’s a boy, by the way.”
My own pain and fear are temporarily muted by Bryce’s pain. “Oh, Bryce…I’m…so sorry.”
“What am I going to do now?” he asks his hands.
Understanding his pain and knowing how to help him are completely different. “I-I don’t know. I really don’t, but you have to find a way forward. Your son needs you.”
He glances over at me, his eyes finding focus. “I have no idea how to take care of a baby.”
“We’ll all help you. I promise.”
Bryce sighs and rubs his face with his hands. “Miranda had a handle on all of this. She had plans and ideas. I was just along for the ride. She’d have made a great mother.”
“I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t mean anything, but I don’t know what else to say.”
His head falls back against the seat. “God, this is going to sound awful, but I didn’t love her, at least not the way I should. I wanted to. Hell, I tried, but you can’t force feelings. My son deserves to know his mother. Now he never will. This hurts a hell of a lot more than I ever would’ve guessed.” He sits forward and turns to Emmali. “Can I see him?”
“Let me find out.”
She walks back to the clerk and returns a few moments later, nodding at Bryce. He stands and follows her, leaving me alone with my terrifying thoughts.
   
My hands twist into painful knots as I pace the emergency room. Bryce and Emmali have been gone over an hour. I want to ask the clerk for an update on Cyrus, but the fear that someone might take me away before I know his fate keeps me from doing so. The clerk must wonder why I’m here. A dozen others are in the waiting room and have all inquired about loved ones. Everyone except me.
The door opens and Bryce motions me forward. I rush across the floor, wondering if he has word on Cyrus.
“Come on,” Bryce says. “There’s someone I want you to meet.
I follow him down the overly bright corridor, through a maze of identical halls, to a glassed-in area filled with tiny domed beds. Each one holds an even tinier baby. Some are so little their eyes aren’t open yet, and they’re covered with a downy coat of hair. Bryce leads the way to a room beside the window with a sink and a closet of pale pink gowns. We don the soft cotton coverings with matching hats and booties. Bryce instructs me to wash my hands with the special soap and a scrub brush beside the sink.
“Let’s go,” he says when my hands are sufficiently raw. He enters another door and walks through the aisles of beds, stopping at one with the smallest baby in the room. He’s so tiny, he looks like he’s only got skin covering his itty-bitty bones. Bandages cover his eyes and tubes and wires wind around him.
“This is Vaughn,” Bryce says softly with a hint of awe.
I glance from the miniscule human to Bryce. “After your dad?”
He nods. “Yeah. He would’ve loved being a grandpa.”
A nurse comes by and presses a couple of buttons on the display and smiles at Bryce. “He’s doing really well.”
We stare at little Vaughn, his chest rising and falling with the help of technology, for a while before I realize he’s not really going to do much else. “I’m gonna find Emmali.”
“I’ll come with you. He…doesn’t do much right now.”
After tossing our gowns in the hamper, we head back to the hall to find Emmali waiting for us.
“Any news?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “No. But I can ask again.”
“Please.”
In the waiting room, Emmali talks to the clerk before joining us. “He’s still critical. No change. Come on, let’s get something to eat.”
Numb, I follow her to the cafeteria where she and Bryce load their trays with food. I nurse a cup of coffee, my stomach unable to handle anything more. Over breakfast, Emmali asks Bryce about law enforcement in the Union, and he asks about where she grew up in the Ruins. I mostly tune them out.
What little I know about medicine is that the first twenty-four hours are the most crucial. We’re nearing that now, and if he makes it that long, his odds of surviving go up. But even with the best medical technology the Union has to offer, people die here every day.
Emmali and Bryce finish eating and drop their trays on the hover belt before we return to the waiting room. We’ve only reached the stairs when a siren blares through the hallways, blue lights flashing overhead as a voice calls out “Code red, ICU.” People in white coats tear down the hall past us, turning right. The ICU is where Cyrus is. I pivot to follow, but Emmali grabs my arm.
“Don’t,” she warns.
I shake her off and run after the team. They swarm into the ICU, the doors sliding closed behind them, shutting me out. In a small room on the right, I see them surround a body, but I can’t tell if it’s Cyrus. A flurry of activity is centered on the patient, frantic calls and orders are tossed out. Nurses scatter and return with whatever item was requested.
While they work, I search the other beds for Cyrus. Two are empty and the other three are occupied by a woman and two elderly men. My stomach tightens around the rock embedded in it and I fight back the rising panic and hopelessness. I place my palms against the cool glass, willing a miracle as I watch them feverishly working.
Someone touches my arm, and I turn to find Bryce with a hollow expression. He doesn’t offer any words of comfort, not that there are any, but stands beside me, watching the action. The swirling mass that initially burst into action like an explosion dissipates gradually, as one, then another, and another back away from the bed. Their expressions give nothing away, but the hand on the bed moves and I crumple to the floor with relief.
Bryce squats beside me, his eyes searching mine.
“He’s alive. I saw him move.”
His features relax and a slight smile graces his lips. He holds out a hand and pulls me to standing. “It’s no secret we’ve had our issues, but I’m damn glad he pulled through.”
“This time,” I say, knowing he’s not out of the woods yet. “I need to see him.”
Bryce nods. “Let me see what Emmali can do.
   
The surgical waiting room is drab, wrapped by bland walls and non-descript chairs occupied by anxious, napping, or bored loved ones. Only the display wall breaks up the monotony. Cyrus has been in surgery for more than two hours to repair internal bleeding that caused his blood pressure to drop. I don’t understand how that happened. He had surgery yesterday when he came in. Why didn’t they take care of it then?
I move around the center partition and drop into a white leather chair opposite the display. Although there are hundreds of cameras around the Union capturing scenes, I’ve been here long enough that a beach in the Southeastern Province makes its second rotation before the door opens. I pop up from the chair, but stand back as the surgeon approaches Emmali, his face drawn, surgical cap in his hand.
“He did well. He’s in recovery. We expect to see marked improvement in the next twenty-four hours.”
“Thank you,” Emmali says.
I can’t remain quiet and step forward. “Doctor…”
His gaze lands on me, at least a thousand questions churning through his dark blue eyes.
“Is he…will he…um…”
“Are you family?”
“No, she’s not,” Emmali says, dismissing him.
I round on her as soon as he’s gone. “What was that? I’m his fianceé. The only family he has!”
“And he’s my prisoner. As long as he is, I get updates and access to him.”
My face heats and anger pulses through me. Until I remember I agreed to this. She’s playing a part and I’m blowing it.
“Look, there’s not much more we can do here. We should go back to the hotel.”
I shake my head, unable to contemplate leaving. What if something happens when I’m gone?
“I’ll stay with her,” Bryce says. “You go back and rest. We’ll be here.”
Emmali glances around the waiting room at the half dozen or so others waiting for news on their loved ones. She leans in, her large green eyes boring into mine. “Okay, but don’t do anything stupid,” she whispers. “We’re off their radar at the moment, but that can all change.”
“What about…the other guy?” I ask, referring to the soldier I killed last night.
“He’s in the morgue. I told them we’re trying to locate his next of kin.”
Right. And as long as I don’t blow our cover story, they have no reason to alert the Uprising. In fact, a swarm of soldiers in their hospital is probably the last thing they want. “Okay.”
She gives my shoulder a light squeeze before turning and heading out. Once she’s gone, there’s a noticeable atmospheric change in the waiting room as conversation returns, but they eye me and Bryce with a heavy dose of suspicion.
Several hours pass with no one rushing to the waiting room to inform Emmali of Cyrus’s condition, and I let hope secure a foothold. Bryce even coaxes me to the cafeteria for food. I manage to keep a little soup down before walking past the ICU. Cyrus’s bed is still occupied, the machines displaying a variety of colored graphs and numbers.
Emmali returns a few hours later and heads to the desk for an update. She approaches me with a smile. An actual smile. “Would you like to see him?”
My hands shake, but no words form. Instead I nod dumbly and follow her. I scrub and gown-up, like I did to visit Vaughn, before being led into the ICU. Cyrus lies in bed, connected to numerous machines. His skin is pale, his features relaxed. I reach out and take his hand in mine. It doesn’t respond and I stifle a sob.
“Is he…can he hear me?” I ask the nurse.
“We don’t know,” he says, “but there’s good reason to believe he can. Talking never hurts.”
“Thank you.”
I spend the next ten minutes telling him how Emmali is helping us and about Bryce’s son, but I don’t mention Miranda’s death. When the nurse comes by to tell me it’s time to go, I bend down and place a gentle kiss on his forehead.
“I love you,” I whisper. “Please come back to me.”
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DISORIENTED

Cyrus
A  rank odor of artificial sea air and something pungent that I’ve only experienced in Uni hospitals wrinkles my nose. My eyes feel like they’re glued shut, but with some effort, I pry them open to a blurry scene. Definitely a Uni hospital.
After some rapid blinking, my eyesight clears in time for a pretty girl, dressed head-to-toe in teal, to approach.
“Good to see you awake.” She gives me a broad smile before moving beside the bed where a large display hangs, showing various numbers and lines that mean nothing to me. She swipes and taps the screen before turning back to me. “How are you feeling?”
I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out.
“Here.” She places a straw between my lips, and I take a sip of water. With the press of a button, she lifts the upper half of the bed so I’m sitting up. “Try again.”
“Disoriented,” I croak. “Where’s Evan?”
Her brow furrows. “I don’t know.”
“Where am I?”
“In the ICU. I’ll let Doctor Mellon know you’re awake. He’ll want to talk to you.”
As she takes a step away, I reach out to grab her arm. Fear flashes across her blue eyes for a moment and I drop my hand. “Can you find Evan. She’s about this high, red curly hair.”
Recognition replaces the fear, and she smiles again. “I know exactly where to find her.” She shuffles out, her teal shoe covers scuffing across the floor.
My hands run along the white blanket covering me to my waist as I try to remember what happened. The last thing I recall is being ambushed at the back wall. But if Evan’s here, she must be okay.
Even though this room is cold, I’m sweating and attempt to kick off the blanket, but nothing happens. I try again. Nothing. It’s like my legs aren’t there. I can see them beneath the cover and reach out to touch my thigh. My hand lands on my leg, but I might as well be grabbing the bed for all I feel. I tear the blanket off and throw it to the floor so I can stare at my unmoving limbs.
The door opens and an elderly man enters, all white hair and bushy eyebrows, although his smooth skin makes him appear younger. His eyes crinkle at the corners with a forced smile.
“How are you feeling, Cyrus?”
“I can’t feel my damn legs,” I growl.
His gaze drops to his tablet before lifting his head to meet my stare. “Your spinal cord was severed by the bullet.”
Bullet? Shit. I shake my head. “I…I don’t remember anything.”
“That’s not uncommon. Your memories may come back with time.”
I fall back against my pillow with a frustrated groan. My memory is the least of my worries. How the fuck am I supposed to do anything if I’m lame?
Doctor Mellon places a hand on my arm. “The memories may or may not come back, but I have every reason to believe you’ll walk again.”
Jaw clenched, I meet his gaze. “How so?”
“We implanted a device that will help your nerves regenerate. It’s a slow process, but we have a nearly ninety-five percent success rate. Although it’s untested with your type of injury.”
His words buzz through my head like static. Sonia saw a few serious spinal injuries, but she said spinal nerves can’t be repaired. “What does that mean?”
“That with time and a lot of hard work, you should regain use of your lower extremities. How much is uncertain.”
My lower extremities. We’re not just talking about my legs. Fuck. Or not, I guess.
“I know it’s a lot to take in right now, but when you’re ready, we’ll start physical therapy.”
“Physical therapy?”
“Someone will work with you. Help you relearn how to walk, use your legs and feet.”
“Like a toddler?”
He shrugs. “Sort of. Your muscles need to be retrained on what to do.”
This shit just goes from bad to worse. “How long will that take?”
“Six months. A year at the most.”
“A year?”
“There was a lot of damage. Nerves don’t regrow overnight. Even with the advanced axon-building techniques we use, nature still needs to run its course.”
I sigh and close my eyes, no longer interested in hearing any more about my recovery and regretting asking for Ev. She can’t see me like this.
   
With a singular focus, I grit my teeth and will my foot to move. It doesn’t budge any more than it did earlier. It remains still, silently flipping me off.
“Hey,” says a soft voice. The last one I want to hear in this state.
I glance away from my uncooperative limb to glare at her. She sucks in a breath and takes a step back. Maybe she’ll get a clue and leave. Hurt lingers in her eyes for a few seconds before she squares her shoulders and steps closer.
Swallowing hard, she reaches a hand toward me. “I thought…I didn’t…” tears pool in her eyes and I turn my head to stare at the wall, unwilling to be drawn in by her pain. Her hand rests on my forearm and I jerk it from beneath her touch.
I’m acting like a total tool, but I can’t deal with her now. I can’t cope with my fears as well as hers, or worse, her pity. “You should go,” I say, refusing to turn. “I don’t want you here.” My deliberate attempt to be a jackass is something I’m good at. Familiar territory for us. I say something cutting, she gets hurt and storms out. It’s a pattern that goes back to the first day I met her.
“Quit being an asshole.”
My head whips around and I stare at her, unsure I heard correctly.
Her arms are crossed over her chest and one eyebrow is lifted in silent judgment. “I thought I lost you. Hell, I did. You were dead, Cyrus. You don’t get to be a dick to me. Not now, not after what I went through.”
My initial surprise deflates and my hands curl into fists at my sides. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t I?”
“I’m…”
She cocks her head. “You’re what? Wallowing in self-pity?”
My eyes narrow. “I can’t walk, Evan. I can’t move my fucking legs. They’re useless. From the waist down…” I fling my hand toward the worthless limbs. “I’m nothing.”
Her jaw shifts, as if she’s trying to control her words. “The doctor said you should regain use of everything. But even if you don’t, so what? You think I can’t love you if you’re not perfect?”
That hits closer than I care to admit. “So what? I’m crippled. Stuck in this bed. I can’t do anything for myself. I can’t even take a piss on my own.”
“Again, with the self-pity.”
“Easy for you to say, standing there on two legs, taking a shit by yourself.”
“Stop it. I know you’re frustrated. I certainly would be. But you’re alive. Miranda’s not. There’s a tiny baby down the hall who will never know his mother and a single dad terrified of raising a preemie on his own. So, get over yourself.”
The room suddenly feels empty, like all the oxygen has been sucked out. “Miranda’s dead?”
Ev nods and takes a step toward me again. “Yeah. She lost too much blood. They rushed to save the baby at her insistence, but by the time they got him out, it was too late to save her. The doctor said she knew what she was risking.”
“Shit,” I shake my head. “That sucks.”
“It does. And what you’re going through sucks, but you were dead, Cyrus. You weren’t breathing, your heart wasn’t beating. If they can bring you back from that, they can damn well get you walking again.”
I force myself to take several slow breaths to keep from exploding at her. “It’s not that simple.”
“So, you’re going to give up without even trying?”
“I did try!” I yell.
“What?” Her shoulders drop and she moves a step closer. “When?”
“Just before you got here, I tried. It was useless. I might as well have been trying to move your foot.”
“Oh my god, Cyrus, it’s medicine, not magic. You were shot less than a week ago. You have to give it time to work.” She blows out a frustrated breath, sending one of the curls that escaped her hat fluttering. “What would you tell me? Would you let me just throw in the towel?”
I grunt. “Of course not. That’s different.”
There goes that eyebrow again. “Hardly.”
“Look, I can carry you, but I’m—”
“For real? I’m more worthy of saving because you can be my personal mule? Your argument lacks merit. Try again.”
“You don’t get it, Evan. I’ve never seen anyone come back from an injury like this. In the Ruins…the crippled are a drain on society. Most end up killing themselves to save their families the burden.”
She takes two steps until she’s standing beside me, her body quivering. “Don’t you dare say that. You have no right to decide what’s too much for me. We may not be married yet, but we will be. And that’s for better or worse. This is the worse. We’ll get through it.”
It’s pointless to fight with her, she’s not going to see reason. Instead, I pat the bed, inviting her to join me. She sits beside me, holding my hand and talking, but I’m too wrapped up in my own shit to focus on her words.
After a while, she lays my hand back on the bed. “You must be getting tired. I’ll let you get some rest.” She bends down to kiss me, and I resist leaning into it. That won’t help either of us now. Ev turns and walks across the small space, pausing at the glass doors. She turns back and locks her eyes on mine. “We’re in this together. I’m not giving up on you. Don’t you give up either.”
I watch her go, wishing I had even a fraction of her optimism.
   
“You may not realize it yet, but you are making progress,” Doctor Mellon says.
He’s right, I don’t. Nothing’s changed from yesterday or even from three days ago. I still can’t move or feel anything below my waist. “When will I realize it?”
He shakes his head. “Hard to say. It can take a couple of weeks before you start feeling pins and needles in your feet.”
“And then?”
“Then you’ll begin therapy.” He hands me his tablet, bright colored lines intersecting across the screen. “See these?” He points to the green ones. “These are your nerves.” He swipes a few times. “This is what they looked like when you came out of surgery.”
It’s clear to see where they were cut by the bullet, but instead of re-growing together so they look like the fully functional nerves, they’re reforming around the broken pieces.
“This area here is new nerve growth, but they’re generic, like a template. They don’t have any memory, so they need to be taught what to do.”
The journey hasn’t even started yet, and already I’m facing an impossible path. I hand him back his tablet and close my eyes, dismissing him.
“Get some sleep and I’ll check in on you later,” he says.
I keep my eyes closed until I’m sure he’s gone. Once I’m alone again, I work on figuring out my best argument to convince Ev, but she shows up before I have anything solid, leaving me to wing it.
She gives me an obviously forced smile as she enters. “Nice room.”
Based on my limited experience with Uni hospital rooms, it seems pretty average. But at least I’m out of the intensive care unit. When I don’t respond, she pulls the chair from near the door over to the bed and sits.
“Ev…”
Her jaw clenches. “What?”
“Just hear me out, okay?”
Her eyes narrow and her nostrils flare, but she doesn’t argue.
“You should go back and leave me here—”
“No.”
My fingers twist in the blanket. “Let me finish.”
She crosses her arms over her chest and stares at me through slitted eyes. “Fine.”
“I have a long road ahead of me. There’s too much to do back at camp for you to wait for me. When I’m finished with my recovery, I’ll join you.”
“No.”
“You didn’t even consider it.”
“I did. For about two seconds, but it’s not an option. You don’t know what’s been going on. I have a lot to tell you, and I am not leaving here without you. We go back together as soon as you can travel.”
My stomach tightens at what she’s not saying. I’ve been cooped up in here for over two weeks, so I’m sure a lot’s happened, but doubt anything will make me go with her so she can be stuck taking care of me. “Bring me up to speed, then.”
She glances around the room, as if she’s trying to decide if someone is listening, then leans forward and keeps her voice low. “Do you remember Emmali? My bunkmate during basic training?”
I don’t, but I nod anyway.
“She was one of the soldiers who ambushed us. They knew where to wait for us because someone inside our camp is sharing information with the Uprising.”
My throat goes dry and I reach for my cup, taking a gulp of water only to choke it back out. Ev stands, eyes wide, and begins pounding my back. I put a hand up to stop her. “I’m fine,” I wheeze. “What did you say?”
“Emmali said someone is feeding the Uprising information on us.”
The hairs on my arm stand at attention. “How does she know where it’s coming from?”
“She was told they had a mole on the inside.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah.”
“We need to get back.”
“I know. As soon as you can travel.”
“Right.” There’s no way am I letting her return to camp without me.
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ASSHOLE

Cyrus
M y nurse, Rebecca, flitters about my bedside, checking machines before removing my breakfast tray. “Are you excited to get out of here?”
“That’s an understatement,” I grumble, tired of this place. Three weeks after surgery, as predicted by Doctor Mellon, I’ve got a prickly feeling in my feet, like they’re waking up after falling sleep. It’s a constant reminder that healing is taking place, but it hurts like hell. Rebecca offered me something to dull the sensation, but I refused. Feeling it is the only way I can gauge how much I’m progressing.
Evan arrives and Rebecca squeals and hugs her. “He’s doing so well.”
Ev eyes me before turning back to Rebecca. “Yeah?”
“Yep. Doctor Mellon cleared him for physical therapy starting tomorrow.”
Ev’s attention zeroes in on my feet like she’s waiting for them to move. “Great. Can you give me the details?”
“Sure, come with me.”
The two girls leave my room, chatting like best buddies, leaving me alone to glare at the hovering chair contraption I’m supposed to use until I can walk again. The first time I tried to get into it on my own, I face-planted onto the floor, my bare ass staring up at Rebecca. It suddenly occurs to me that maybe she took Evan from the room so I could get into it without an audience. She’s not my favorite person in this place, but I’m liking her a little more just now.
“Asshole, come here.” Yeah, I named the thing Asshole.
It lights up and glides across the floor with a low moan of downward air pressure, sliding to a stop beside the bed.
“Turn right,” I order.
It pivots so I can slide into the seat, using the side rails as leverage. My arms strain with the effort to drag my dead lower half across the bed. By the time I get myself in and situated, I’m coated in a thin sheen of sweat, dark stains blotting my hospital gown. Shit, I still need to get dressed. Ev brought me a change of clothes yesterday, so I wrap the control band around my wrist, which taps into my brainwaves, or some shit, and guide Asshole to where Ev left my duffel. Inside are a pair of gray sweats and a black T-shirt. I untie the gown and tug the thing off, tossing it to the floor.
With a series of grunts and groans, I manage to pull the sweats on over my feet and up my useless legs but getting them past my ass won’t be as easy. Pushing myself up with my left arm, I tug the right side up, then repeat with the left, finishing only seconds before there’s a knock on the door.
Rebecca pokes her head in without waiting for an answer. Not like it matters though, she changed my catheter for two weeks. Not much more humiliating than that. Except for the other thing she had to do for me.
“Hi. We’re back. I see you got into the chair.”
I narrow my gaze in her direction, then yank on my shirt as Evan stumbles into the room behind Rebecca.
Her eyes widen as she takes in Asshole. “Nice. That looks pretty slick.”
“No, it doesn’t. It looks like a pain in my ass. Well, if I could feel anything down there.”
She bites her bottom lip and glances away, her gaze circling the room before landing on the duffel bag. “Do you want your shoes?”
“No.”
With a deep breath she tries to mask, she turns, grabs the bag from the chair, and heads out of the room.
Concentrating, I follow, bumping into the doorframe. I curse under my breath and try again, finally managing to get into the hall. The chair responds to my brain pretty well now, but when I get distracted, my thoughts confuse it. Like now. There are too many people in the halls, and as I struggle to catch up to Evan, I sideswipe a doctor.
“Sorry,” I mutter. The chair halts when my mind blanks for a few seconds.
Evan returns to my side, her face painted with the constant state of concern she’s always trying to hide from me.
I shake my head in response to her unspoken question. “I’m fine. Give me a sec.” After a few attempts, I give up and use voice commands, which the chair immediately follows. “Asshole, forward.”
Ev whips around, her mouth dropping open. “What did you say?”
“Just commanding my chair to follow you.”
She lifts an eyebrow. “You named it Asshole?”
“Like I said, a pain in my ass.”
“One that allows you the freedom to move around.” She shakes her head and continues toward the exit.
Rebecca looks down at me, a slight smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Give it a few more days and you’ll get the hang of the mental commands.”
When we reach the doors, Ev grabs a ballcap and pulls it down over her curls before donning a pair of sunglasses in an attempt to disguise herself. Although all eyes will probably be on me, the cripple in the hoverchair.
Rebecca leans down and puts an arm around my shoulder. “Take care, Cyrus.”
I mumble a response and follow Evan. Rebecca was just doing her job, and she did a great job with a total tool for a patient. The sidewalks are mostly empty, but it doesn’t prevent me from being the most interesting thing for those who happen to be out this morning. Their eyes burn through me like a flame. Before long, Ev veers into a hotel lobby and over to the elevators. I guide the chair into the car, only banging into one table in the lobby and the elevator doors twice.
The room is close to the elevator and I manage to get in without hitting anything but the door. I’ve been so focused on my own crap for the past couple of weeks, I’m not prepared for shithead to be sharing a room with my girlfriend. He’s sitting at a table, studying his tablet when we enter. His head pops up and he takes me in for a few seconds before standing.
“Hey.”
“Hey,” I grunt. There are only two beds in here. Toolbag needs to find another room.
“This location is close to the hospital,” Ev says, “So you can easily get to all your appointments”
“We need a second room.”
“It’s fine. Bryce and Emmali are heading back to camp to fill the others in on what happened.”
My gaze drifts to the blonde Uprising soldier sitting on the couch. “You can’t take her to camp.”
The girl’s green eyes snap. “I’m on your side.”
“I said I was on the side of the Uprising. Turned out that wasn’t true.”
“Fine, we attacked you, but if I wanted you dead, you would be. The way I look it at, you need my help.”
“How do we know you’re not just getting close so you can report back?”
“I’ve never been a happy Uprising soldier. But even if I was trying to do what you’re accusing me of, there’s already someone in your camp ratting you out. They hardly need a second informant.”
“Maybe you’re planning on meeting up with them out there.”
She sighs and glances at Ev.
“Cyrus, I trust her. And she’s right, we need her.”
I weigh her words while studying Emmali’s body language. “When do you leave?”
“After nightfall,” Bryce says. “It’ll be easier to get out of here after dark.”
Emmali nods. “Bryce and I will use another exit. When we didn’t report back after the ambush, I’m sure they sent someone to check on us and likely discovered Les’s body by now. They’ll assume I was killed or captured and station another team there. Whoever they assign to take our place will be more expendable than we were. Our intel was that you’re a bunch of renegade Unis. We weren’t expecting to run into a former commander.”
“What did your informant tell you about us? My history is no secret.”
She shrugs. “We were told about a loosely organized resistance in the Ruins using that entrance to get supplies. They said if we cut off your supplies, we could cripple you before you became a problem. No one is too worried about a group of rogue Unis. They think you’re more of a nuisance than a threat. Which is why they only sent two of us to handle it.”
“If that’s true, why did they send a specialist for a routine ambush?”
“My orders were to interrogate the rebels and find out what I could. I may be a specialist, but I’m pretty low-ranking, and Les was just a grunt.”
Nothing’s adding up and the low-level fear gnawing through my gut is only getting stronger.
   
I don’t have the strength to deal with anything else today, so while Emmali and Bryce prepare to leave, I pretend to sleep. Ev has a quick whispered conversation with them before they take off, closing the door quietly behind them.
“Are you hungry?” She asks the moment the door closes.
I’ve never been able to fool her. “Not really.”
“When’s the last time you ate?”
“Breakfast.”
“Cyrus, that was twelve hours ago. You need to eat to keep your strength up.”
With a sigh, I finally open my eyes and drag myself into a seated position. “Alright. Is there anything in here to eat?”
“Cereal, yogurt, oatmeal, and some sort of snack bars. Or I can go get you something else.”
“I don’t want you going out by yourself.”
She levels me with one of her famous stares, but I only push myself up straighter in bed, refusing to back down. She disappears around the corner, opening and closing doors with more force than necessary and returning with a bowl of strawberry yogurt and beef jerky.
“Here.”
“Thanks.” I polish off everything realizing I was hungrier than I thought. “Can I have more?”
She disappears again, returning with peach yogurt this time, and two more chunks of dried meat. We don’t talk while I eat, but she sits in the chair by the door and watches me. When I’m done, she comes over to grab my empty containers and returns with a cup of water.
“Now what?” I ask.
“We talk.”
My ability to stifle the groan is impacted by the drugs I finally caved into taking. The sound is unmuffled and greeted by an eyeroll from the girl beside me.
“Seriously? I’m not stabbing you with needles or anything.”
“That I can handle.”
“Cy…” She takes a seat on the bed beside me and leans back against the headboard. “I know you’re still getting used to your new normal, and I want to give you as much space as you need, but—”
“But nothing.”
“Doctor Mellon says frame of mind is important in your recovery.”
“Sounds like voodoo to me.”
“What happened to the guy who believes everything happens for a reason?”
I press my lips firmly together and stare at my unmoving legs. “There is no upside to this.”
“Really? You can’t see anything positive in your situation?”
I turn to glare at her. “You can?”
“Of course. You’re learning to lean on other people for a change, even if you don’t like it. You’ve always taken care of me, but now it’s my turn. This is how partnerships work. It’s good for us even if you’re having a hard time seeing it.”
“That’s fucked up. I’m helpless and you think I should be grateful?” I direct my attention to the wall beside the bed and count the stripes cast by the sun through the blinds.
“I’m not trying to dismiss what you’re going through, but the man I love doesn’t give up.”
“You think I’ve given up?”
“I don’t know what to think. You won’t talk to me.”
“You don’t want to know what I’m thinking. Trust me, this is better.”
“You don’t get to decide what’s best for me when it comes to us.”
“But I get to decide how much I want to share.”
She blows out an exasperated breath and stands, moving away from the bed and putting distance between us. Distance I don’t want but am helpless to stop. I finally tear my gaze away from the wall to find her sitting on the patio with her back to me, the biggest jackass on the planet.
   
When I open my eyes, the room is no longer bathed in morning light. Hours must have passed, but Ev’s still on the balcony, staring out at god knows what. The fact that she’s still here, though, affects me in a way I’m not prepared to handle. As shitty as I’ve been treating her, she should be long gone.
“Ev?”
She turns my way but doesn’t respond. Then again, I’ve given her no reason to.
“I’m sorry.”
Her head tilts a fraction as her hazel eyes roam over my face. For a few long moments, I’m worried she’s not going to forgive me this time. Finally, she stands and enters the room, closing the sliding glass door behind her. Her movements are slow and deliberate as she crosses the room and climbs onto the bed, resting her head on my chest.
“I’m sorry, too.”
“I’ve missed you,” I whisper as my arms wrap around her and pull her against me with a mind of their own, my chest threatening to crush under the weight of emotion.
I want nothing more than to hold her forever, but she has other ideas. Her lips trail softly up the side of my neck.
“Ev… I can’t.”
She pivots and straddles me, a mischievous glint in those beautiful eyes. “There’s more than one path to intimacy.”
My eyes slip shut and I relax for the first time since I was shot, letting her show me exactly what she means.





BOOK 2 :: THE RUINS

“Resilience is accepting your new reality, even if it’s less good than the one you had before.”
– Elizabeth Edwards
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THERAPY

Cyrus
“O ne more time, Cyrus.” Jetson, my dickwad therapist, tosses out commands from across the physical therapy room.
Sweat trails down my back, soaking my shirt until it sticks to me like an extra layer of skin. I take another step forward, my thigh quivering with the exertion. My feet are like five-hundred-pound weights pulling on legs belonging to someone else. But two weeks ago, I couldn’t even walk an inch on my own, so I try not to hate Jetson. Too much. Also, it’s not like he chose his own pretentious name. Sucking in a breath, I drag my lead foot another few inches and set it down, placing my weight on it.
“Good. You’re doing great.”
And you’re a condescending asshat. Instead of responding, I adjust my grip on the handrails to steady myself. Today has been my most productive yet, motivated by the need to be able to protect Ev with someone in our camp gunning against us. “What’s the next phase?”
“You have a way to go before we move on, but once you’re steady with this, we’ll work on elevation changes. First ramps, then stairs and steeper inclines.”
Since we’ll be long gone before then, I need to know as much about the recovery program as possible so I can do it on my own. We’re leaving as soon as Bryce’s kid is released. Emmali’s worried someone will figure out what happened any day now.
“That’s good for today,” Jetson says.
I call Asshole over, and after easing myself into the chair, I navigate with ease to the door. Before Jetson can get it for me, though, it opens and Sonia stands on the other side, her pale brown eyes focused on me. It feels like a lifetime since I’ve seen her rather than just two months. A lifetime ago when I could walk.
“There you are,” she says, blinking back tears. “Come on, everyone’s waiting for you.”
If she’s here instead of Ev, something’s up. And nothing good. I turn to Jetson. “See you tomorrow.”
He nods and does some ridiculous fist bump thing before turning back to straighten the equipment for his next patient.
“It’s good to see you, Sonia. Don’t take this the wrong way, but why are you here?”
“Oh, Cy,” she says, covering her mouth with her hand. “Bryce told us what happened…but I still wasn’t fully prepared.”
“Forget that. Where’s Ev? Is she okay?”
“She’s fine. She and Emmali are doing some recon. We need to get out of here. I guess they figured out Emmali deserted. Soldiers were asking about her at the hospital.”
“Shit.”
“We’re leaving as soon as they get back from mapping our route.”
I close my eyes, my heart pounding against my ribs. I’m a liability. A big one.
“I know what you’re thinking, Cy, but we’re not leaving you behind.”
“I’m only going to put everyone in more danger.”
“And? This is our lives now.”
I let out a frustrated grunt, but she’s right. There’s no way I’d ever consider leaving her, Marcus, or anyone else behind. Bryce maybe. “We should split up, then.”
“They’re working on something.” She eyes me. “And whatever they come up with will be the best approach given the circumstances.”
In other words, don’t argue with them. It sucks that I’m not part of the planning, that I’m fucking useless. “What are you doing here, by the way?”
“Marcus and I came to help. Bryce thought Marcus could help physically and he wanted someone with a medical background for you and the baby.”
I’m gonna kill that asshole. “I—”
“Shut it, Cy. He’s got a newborn to worry about. I know you don’t like him, but he’s right. Given what happened to you…” She shakes her head.
Back to me being a liability. “So how much do you know? About what happened.”
“About the ambush? Bryce went into pretty graphic detail about the events.”
“What about Emmali?”
Her eyes narrow in my direction. “What’s going on, Cy?”
“She’s a soldier.”
“I know. But she’s not loyal to them. Lots of soldiers aren’t. Plus, Evan said she trained with her.”
As soon as we arrive outside the hotel room, I know something’s different. Based on the sound coming from the other side of the door, Bryce’s kid has a powerful set of lungs. Sonia shoots me an apologetic smile before pushing the door open.
Bryce paces the small room with the baby strapped to his chest. He’s sort of bouncing the kid and shushing it. Sonia hurries to his side and lifts the screaming creature out of the carrier, placing the smallest baby I’ve ever seen on her forearm, face down. Within a minute, he stops crying.
“What’s wrong with him?” Bryce asks, his face screwed up with genuine fear.
“He’s probably just colicky. He has an immature digestive system.”
“Shit,” Bryce says, running a hand across his head. “How are we supposed to sneak out of here with a crying baby?”
Sonia rocks her arm like a swing, the tiny infant now appearing content. “We’ll try to plan it around when he sleeps, which I would imagine he does a lot.”
Bryce nods. “Most of the time.”
The little guy lets out an enormous burp for such a small person, then squeaks. “All good?” Sonia asks, as if she expects an answer, then hands him back to Bryce. “He may settle down now.”
“Hey, man,” Marcus exits the bathroom and gives me one of his megawatt grins. He moves across the room and pats me on the back, taking in me and the hoverchair. “You look a hell of a lot better than I expected.”
My eyes find Bryce. “What did you tell them?”
He shrugs. “That you almost died.”
“How’s the walking thing coming?” Marcus asks.
“I won’t be hiking out to the Ruins if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Naw, naw, man, just, you know, wondering how you’re doing.”
My gaze automatically drops to my legs like it always does these days. “About as good as I can.”
Marcus steps closer and gives me an awkward hug around the chair. “Damn, it’s good to see you.”
“Yeah,” I say, because I know what he means and because there’s nothing else that needs to be said.
Before we can get too sentimental, the door opens and Ev and Emmali slip in with grim expressions. Evan glances at me before her gaze sweeps the room. She walks over to the sliding glass door and closes it tight, then turns to face us.
“It’s time to leave. We can’t waste any time. We’re splitting into groups of two. We’ve identified three exits nearby that don’t appear to be under surveillance. We’ll head out separately and meet up at the forked path where the river turns east.”
I’m not confident I can protect her if it comes to that, but give me a gun and Asshole, and I’ll die trying.
“Bryce, you’re with Sonia, I’m with Emmali, and Marcus, you’re with Cyrus.”
My head whips up. “What?”
She inclines her head to the side, and I direct the chair over to her. “I know what you’re going to say,” she whispers. “But if anything happens and you need assistance, I can’t lift you. Marcus can.”
“Fuck, Ev. I don’t trust Emmali. This is a bad idea.”
“I know, but I do. My only goal is getting all six of us out of here alive. That includes me.”
Her eyes bore into mine until I mentally squirm before glancing away. She’s asking me to trust her to be the capable person I know she is, the one I believe in. And I do, but I hate not being there if things go south. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her. Will Emmali? The truth is, I don’t know, but that’s not what Ev wants to hear.
“Yeah, okay,” I finally say.
She lets out a small breath and gives me a brief smile, the kind that makes my heart kick in my chest, before she turns back to the others. “We leave in twenty. Get ready.”
   
The air is rank with sweat and anxiety as we ease down the corridor. Marcus’s back is against the concrete wall, gun in hand, while I glide behind him like an obedient puppy. The situation would be laughable if it wasn’t so dire.
Ev has the two of us taking the exit farthest from where we were ambushed. Emmali thinks the exits being covered now will be closer to that spot. She says they think Unis are lazy and won’t travel farther than necessary. That’s a tactical mistake, but one I would have agreed with not long ago. Know your enemy is rule one of warfare. If there’s anything a survivor in the Ruins knows it’s that Unis are lazy. We’re brought up knowing this. We were as wrong about them as they were about our existence.
Marcus pauses at the corner and puts up his hand. I ease to a stop a safe distance back in case we need to retreat, swiveling to check behind us. After verifying we’re not being followed, I pivot back as Marcus waves me forward.
He dodges down the next hall and I urge Asshole to catch up. Marcus stops so suddenly, my chair bashes him in the back of his thighs, sending him flying forward. He lands with a spectacular thud, his gun clacking across the polished concrete floor. Before he can react, a solider appears around the corner, weapon drawn and pointed at my best friend lying prone on the ground.
“Don’t move,” the kid growls. His gaze slowly shifts to me, his mouth dropping open. With his gun still trained on Marcus, he orders me, “Drop your weapon.”
I toss my gun to the ground and raise my hands. Marcus lifts his head to stare at me with an expression of disbelief.
The soldier grabs his radio and starts yelling into it. “This is Scott. I think I got something. Or someone. Couple of Unis. Both armed.” The quivering in his voice is the only indication of his nerves. For the first time, I note how young he is. Probably younger than me. And he’s alone. If I wasn’t in this damn chair, I could take him without breaking a sweat.
I ease closer and the kid drops his radio to the floor, shattering it on impact. He brings his other hand up to support his gun, which is now trained on me. “Don’t move.”
I halt, but I’m closer to Marcus now, which was my intent.
“You,” the kid addresses me. “Get out of that…thing.”
“I can’t.”
“Out!” he screams.
“He can’t fucking walk,” Marcus says from the ground.
“I don’t give a shit.”
The only way I’m getting out of this chair is by falling to the ground. Marcus and I lock gazes for a moment, understanding passing between us. I push myself forward, twisting, and shove myself off the hoverchair, rolling as I land on my side with a thud, my back to Marcus.
By the time I manage to roll over and catch the action, Marcus has removed the gun from the back of my waistband, pivots, and shoots the kid between the eyes. Dude goes down like a sack of manure, hitting the floor with a wet smack.
Marcus launches himself up, reaching a hand down to me. “Let’s go before reinforcements arrive.”
I shake my head. “There’s no time.”
“There’s even less time if you argue with me. Give me your damn hand.”
I reach up, and he grips me below my elbow, pulling me up to lean on him, while he maneuvers me into the chair. Just as I land in my seat, pounding footsteps echo off the walls.
“How fast can that chair go?”
“Never had a chance to find out.”
“Let’s do it now, then.”
He tosses me my guns, grabbing his plus the kid’s, and sprints away from the approaching troops. I follow, urging Asshole forward. I’m amazed by how quickly it moves, and I easily keep up with Marcus. He rounds the corner at the end of the hall and disappears as someone behind us fires.
Marcus kicks up his speed and I spin, firing off two shots, hitting one of the pursuing soldiers in the knee. He goes down, but not before firing a shot that pings off the back of my chair.
“Go, go, go!” I yell at Marcus, who heads for a stairwell, somewhere I can’t follow.
He turns toward me, his features pinched as he likely processes my abilities, or rather inabilities, and dodges left at the last moment. A bullet embeds itself in the door where he would’ve been had he not changed his mind. Marcus heads into a corridor and I follow, with only one set of bootsteps in pursuit.
His next turn is down a long hall, making us easy targets. I do my best to zigzag in unpredictable movements, keeping myself between Marcus and the shooter. Marcus pulls up short and I realize we’re boxed in.
The hallway dead-ends at a series of locked doors.
Marcus yanks on one of the door handles, trying to force it open, while I fire several shots. The soldier runs for cover but pops up and fires back with aim that’s better than most Uprising soldiers I’ve encountered.
“Marcus! Duck,” I yell.
Before I can get a shot off, he slides to the ground feet first and shoots from beneath my chair, hitting the guy in the chest.
Marcus scrambles to his feet and heads back in the other direction, stooping to grab the guy’s weapon on his way. He tosses the extra guns to me as I follow him out.
“We’ll have more company soon,” I call.
“Yeah. So, let’s get out of here before they show up.”
He winds his way back to the express elevators — the only way I’m getting down to the ground level. Marcus peeks around the corner and waves me forward. Then he tucks his gun in his waistband and covers it with his shirt before walking casually forward, holding the elevator doors for me to enter.
My hands itch as we descend a hundred levels to the dark underside of the Union. The car doesn’t stop on the way down, but Marcus and I are both weapon-ready when the doors slide open at the bottom where no one is waiting to greet us.
A few quick turns and we’re at an exit. Marcus releases it, opening a path into the Ruins, and pokes his head out. After signaling me to follow, we work our way cautiously out, never letting our guard down as we head toward the rendezvous spot, Asshole kicking up dirt and leaves as we go.
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FRAGMENTS OF MY HEART

Evan
“They’ll be here,” Emmali says.
“You said that an hour ago when you told Sonia and Bryce to head to camp.”
She nods and returns to patrolling the area while I keep an eye out for Cyrus and Marcus. The constant chatter of birds and crickets has my nerves on a knife’s edge. Even with the hoverchair slowing them down, they’re well past an hour late.
After another agonizing hour, I finally hear the low murmur of male voices coming from the south. I duck behind a clump of tall grass and peer between the blades, my heart pounding and my senses on alert for anything I can definitively assign to Marcus or Cyrus.
“I don’t see anyone,” says a familiar voice, and I pop up.
Cyrus glides into view first, his chair scattering dirt and leaves like crows after a gunshot. I race forward and throw my arms around his shoulders, debris pummeling my ankles.
It takes me a moment to realize he’s not hugging me back, although he’s not pushing me away either. After the other night when I attempted to show him that I love him regardless of his condition, he’s been even more sullen and withdrawn, like he’s put up an invisible wall between us.
“What took you so long?”
“We had a little trouble getting out,” Marcus says, huffing his way over the crest of the hill.
“What kind of trouble?”
“Uprising. Is there any other kind of trouble these days?”
My attention returns to Cyrus and his unreadable mask. I step away from his chair, refusing to let his lack of a response tear further at the fragments of my heart. I know his attitude has nothing to do with his feelings for me and everything to do with his current condition, but sometimes I need to remind myself.
The rest of our trek back to camp is uneventful, and we arrive by late afternoon. A crowd has gathered in the mess area, but instead of waiting for food, they’re huddled around something, or based on the sudden wail of tiny lungs, someone. One of the girls on the perimeter of the group glances up as we enter, her eyes zeroing in on Cyrus and his chair. As a Unionite, I’m sure she’s seen hoverchairs before, but it doesn’t stop her from staring. Exactly what he doesn’t need.
I rush forward under the pretense of seeing the baby, but mostly trying to drag attention away from Cyrus long enough for him to figure out how he wants to do this. Not that it’ll matter much, within fifteen minutes everyone in camp will know his condition.
The crowd around Vaughn begins to drift off, and I spot Quinn sitting on the bench holding the little blanketed bundle. She leans forward to say something to him. My mother is beside her, smiling broadly, instructing Quinn how to soothe the crying infant.
I stop in my tracks and take in the scene before me, wondering if I’ve entered an alternate universe.
Mom carefully takes the baby from a still-beaming Quinn’s arms. Quinn glances up and spots me, but instead of dropping her smile, remembering how evil I am for killing her friend, Jeremy the Uprising solider, she hops down and races over to me.
“Did you see the little baby, Eban?”
Not wanting this magical moment to end, I swallow hard and nod. “I did.”
“He’s sooooo cute.”
“He is. And you got to hold him.”
She nods. “Mmmhmm. Auntie Cwistine let me.”
I take a step back, my breath ready to leave my lungs, except it’s trapped inside. “Auntie Christine?” I finally wheeze out.
“Hey!” Lisa says, coming up to give me a hug. “You just get back?”
“Yeah. Hey, have you, um, been spiking the food with some sort of funky weed or anything lately?”
“What?”
“I feel like Alice falling into the rabbit hole. My mom told Quinn to call her Auntie Christine.”
“Oh, that. Yeah. Your mom’s been pretty cool lately. Ever since Bryce came back and told everyone what happened. Speaking of, how’s Cyrus?”
“He’ll walk again, but he’s being…an ass about it. And that’s putting it kindly.”
“Oh, Ev, I’m sorry. I know it must be rough on both of you.”
“I just…I don’t know what to do for him. He doesn’t want my help.”
“Duh. He’s a guy. They hate being weak.”
I turn back toward where Cyrus is surrounded by a group of campers, looking every bit the commander he is. “But that’s just it, he’s not weak.”
“Maybe not, but it’s probably how he sees himself now.”
“Maybe. I’m going to go get cleaned up. I’ll talk to you later.” I turn and start heading down the path.
“We’re having your favorite for dinner tonight.”
My head swivels back toward her. “Spaghetti?”
“Not just any spaghetti, but the Minelli family recipe. Your uncle gave it to me.”
“I’ll be back to help in about twenty minutes. Don’t start without me.”
Lisa’s laughter follows me to the lake.
   
Over dinner I catch up with Lisa, Jack, Colin, and Ally. “Where’s Hilary?” I ask.
Ally shakes her head. “We couldn’t find her. She left awhile back, and no one’s seen her.”
“That sucks. I hope she’s okay. I mean after she helped us.”
“I think maybe that’s why she made herself scarce,” Colin says.
“I hope so.” I spend some time telling them what happened at the wall between bites of spaghetti, leaving out the part where someone inside our camp is working against us. Until the leaders can talk it through and come up with a plan, it’s best if no one else knows.
After helping Lisa clean up, I search for Cyrus, finding him at the fire talking with Rainey and Mateo.
Mateo glances up as I approach and stands, pulling me into a rib-crushing hug. “Hey.”
“Hey, yourself.”
“Heard you had a bit of trouble out there.”
“A bit.”
He takes a seat, patting the log beside him.
“Thanks, but I’m exhausted. Cyrus, are you ready for bed?”
“Yeah.”
We head to our tent in silence, his moodiness beginning to grate against my nerves. It’s clear he can be friendly with everyone but me. When we reach the tent, I rush forward to unzip it, but his chair is too wide to fit through the opening.
“Why don’t you leave it out here.”
He gives me a withering look, which only makes me roll my eyes.
“Fine, then let me help.”
I yank one side of the tent, stretching the opening, which creates an oval, forcing him to duck to enter, but even then it’s a challenge. Getting out on his own will be impossible. I turn my back to allow him to get out of his chair without an audience. He rolls to his side, his back to me, and is asleep within minutes. Unfortunately, as beat as I am, I toss and turn before giving up and wandering back to the campfire. Jack, Lisa, and Bryce, with a sleeping Vaughn, are having a quiet conversation. I take a seat on the ground and hug my knees to my chest.
“How’s it going?” Lisa asks.
I shrug. “Not well. He barely accepts the help he needs, and when he does, it’s like he punishes me for it.”
“It’s gotta be hard for him,” Bryce says. “I’ve given him plenty of shit about his lack of education, and he takes it because he’s stronger than me and we both know it. He’s tough and smart, but his identity is tied up in his physical abilities. Without those, he’s probably trying to figure out who he is.”
I turn to stare at Bryce, my jaw slack.
He shrugs. “Mandatory law enforcement psych class and long-term observation of my competition.”
“So…what should I do?”
“He needs to figure it out on his own.”
I narrow my gaze, not sure I completely trust him. “Are you setting us up to fail again?”
He puts both hands up and Vaughn stirs. Bryce kisses the top of his sleeping child’s head and turns back to me. “Look, I know I screwed up. Big time. And I really am sorry about that.”
“You keep saying you’re sorry and then you just do something else.”
“He’s right,” Jack says.
My gaze drifts to Jack, who’s currently wrapped around Lisa. “Right about what?”
“About Cyrus. I took the same class. But…I think there’s something we can do to help him. It may not be much, but it might buy him a little more independence for the moment.”
“What’s that?”
“A bigger tent and a cot.”
I nod, liking where this is going. “We have those?”
He winces. Just a bit, but enough that I notice. “Well, your mom does. We’ll have to swap their family tent out for a couple of smaller ones.”
I blow out a breath, not sure how that’s going to go over. “Do you want me to talk to her?”
“I’ll do it,” Bryce says. “She’s been great with the baby, and I think she might almost not entirely hate me these days.”
Rocking back, I let that sink in, then turn to Bryce. “Okay. Thanks.”
“Least I can do,” he mumbles.
I feel like saying, “the very least,” but I keep my thoughts to myself.
   
While a group of volunteers rearranges the tents, I walk around camp, too edgy to sit still. Between Cyrus’s moodiness and the reason for it, soon my feet are taking me in the direction of Draya’s holding tent. Gunther is standing guard and grins as I approach.
“Morning.”
“Yes, it is.”
“Not a good one then?”
I sigh. “Not a bad one, but I suspect that’s about to change.”
He nods and steps aside so I can enter. Unzipping the opening, I let my eyes adjust to the lower light. Draya lies on her cot, eyes open. Somehow this sets me off. She’s a prisoner and has a cot while most of the rest of us are sleeping on the ground.
“What time is it?” she croaks.
“We need to talk.”
“Okay.” She sits up and runs a hand through her wavy hair, pulling at the tangled strands.
“Who are you working with?”
“What?”
“What I don’t know is how you’re getting information out. Is someone in camp helping you?”
She pivots to sit on the edge, her feet touching the ground. “You lost me somewhere about the time you opened your mouth.”
“Still a bitch, I see.”
“Evan, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. Believe me or don’t.” She shrugs and stands, walking past me toward the opening. “Gunther, I need to pee.”
He glances at me, and I nod before he takes Draya by the arm to escort her to the latrine.
“I’ll be here when you get back.”
While they’re gone, I tear the place apart looking for anything to help me identify who she’s working with or how she’s communicating. But her tent only holds a couple changes of clothes and a jacket. After glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one is coming, I run my hands along the underside of her cot, in between the sheets, the pillowcase, and along all the seams of the tent. Defeated, I sit on the ground and try to figure out how else she might be able to get messages out.
When Draya returns, she eyes me on the ground. I stand and walk past her and out to talk to Gunther.
“Who else visits her?”
His head jerks back a fraction, telling me the question was unexpected. “Just you, Cyrus, Rainey, Jack, and Mateo.”
“No one else?”
His cheeks turn red and he glances at his boots.
“Gunther, this is important.”
“As far as I know, the only other person is Sonia. She can be persuasive when she wants.”
I sigh. “Yes, she can. Thanks, Gunth.”
I head back in to find Draya on her cot again. She lifts her head and pierces me with her intense blue eyes. “What do you want?”
“What are you really doing here, Draya?”
Her eyebrows fly up. “Are you for real? What do you think I’m doing here?”
“Well, word is you were captured. I think maybe you allowed that to happen.”
She snorts. “Yeah, right. Why would I do that?”
“To gather and pass intel back to the Uprising.”
“What intel? I’m stuck in here every day, twenty-four hours a day, unless I have to pee or take a shit.” She has a point, which means she’s working with someone. I just don’t know how. “I gave you names. And I could’ve escaped, but I didn’t.”
“You reluctantly gave us names, and if you escaped, you wouldn’t be able to gather much information.”
“You’re crazy, you know that?”
I turn and head back out, stopping in front of Gunther. “I want two guards posted at all times. One out front and one in the back.”
“Will do.”
Leaving Draya’s tent, I go in search of Cyrus. We need to talk to the others about the mole and come up with a solution for flushing them, aka Draya, out.
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DEPENDENT

Cyrus
Evan walks toward me with purpose. The swing of her hips and stiffness of her shoulders tells me I’m in deep shit. Not that I’m surprised after last night. She wants to help, but I don’t know how to tell her I don’t want or need it. If I don’t do this on my own now, I’ll be dependent on someone else forever.
She stops in front of me, her eyes blazing. “We need to call a council of the leadership.”
“Okay.”
“Now.”
“Do you want to tell me why?”
“We need to fill them in on what happened at the wall. They need to know what’s going on.”
“Yeah, okay. Let’s go.”
She leads the way across camp to the mess area where Mateo is eating breakfast with a couple of Unis. He glances up as we approach and excuses himself from the table. I guess I’m not the only one who can read Ev’s body language.
“What’s up?”
“We’re meeting in ten,” I say.
He grabs his coffee and the remnants of his meal, heading toward our usual spot.
“I’ll get Rainey, you get Jack,” Ev says, pivoting toward the shooting range where a steady pop of gunfire punctures the morning calm.
Spinning, I navigate my way to the fire pit where Jack’s nursing a mug of something while Bryce tries to get his kid to take a bottle. The baby’s having none of that. Christine rushes across camp, one of the twins in tow.
“Here,” Christine says, reaching for the blanket-wrapped bundle.
While she shows Bryce what to do, I nod at Jack. “We’re meeting.”
He stands and follows me. By the time we arrive at the clearing near the lake, the group is assembled. Evan stands in the center with everyone else seated. I negotiate my chair into position between two stumps.
“What did Bryce and Emmali tell you about what happened to us?” Ev asks, getting straight to the point.
“Just what happened,” Rainey says with a shrug.
“Anything else?”
Mateo leans forward. “What’s going on, Evan?”
In an emotionless tone, Ev explains what happened at the wall in vivid detail. Some of it I remember but most of it I don’t. “Emmali was with the team that attacked us.”
“What?” he roars.
“She and another soldier were waiting for us.”
“Why the hell would you bring her into our midst?” Rainey asks, her voice rising, becoming more raspy than normal.
“I trust her. I trained with her in camp.” Ev’s gaze drifts to Mateo. “You remember her, right?”
“Yeah.”
“When she and Bryce came here, did she say anything about why she was with him?”
“No, but I assumed she was part of your plan for recruiting reluctant soldiers.”
“She is, but it’s more than just that. She saved all our asses. Plus, she knew where we’d be entering the Union. They were tipped off by someone inside our camp.”
Rainey stands, first clenched. “Who?”
“Emmali doesn’t know. Her orders were to take a partner to that location and wait. They were supposed to capture us, but things didn’t go according to plan. They didn’t expect us to be armed.”
Rainey scoffs. “Are they stupid?”
“No,” Jack says. “Unionites don’t own weapons. It was a fair assumption on their part.”
“A deadly one for them,” Ev says. “We killed the other guy and convinced Emmali to join us.”
“Who ratted us out?” Rainey asks again.
Ev shakes her head. “I don’t know. One of the reasons they wanted us captured alive was to find out what we’re up to.”
“Why don’t they just come here then?”
“They don’t know where we are.”
“What the hell kind of lame spy do they have?”
“I don’t know, but I have my suspicions.” Ev turns to glance at me. “Draya makes the most sense.”
I grind my back teeth together, not wanting to get into a fight with her in front of the others. “We need to investigate all possibilities.”
Mateo nods. “Agreed. And until we figure it out, assume everyone is a suspect.”
“How are we supposed to get anything done if we can’t trust anyone?” Jack asks.
Mateo blows out a slow breath. “I think we need to put our plan to take down Kearney on hold for now. We go about business as usual, but with no specific end game. At least as far as the masses are concerned.”
“How do we find the back-stabbing bastard?” Rainey asks.
A long stretch of silence follows before Ev pipes up. “Draya’s our primary suspect, but she can’t be acting alone. I’ve assigned a second guard to her tent to make sure no one is communicating with her on the backside where the posted guard can’t see.”
I’m glad Mateo confronts her so I don’t have to. “I agree she’s a likely suspect, but we can’t focus all our efforts on one person. We need to be smart about this, and until we figure out who’s betraying us, we need to keep this between the five of us.”
“Bryce and Emmali already know,” I remind him.
He nods. “We don’t need to bring them in on the investigation just yet, though.”
“Bryce is my partner,” Jack says.
“Bryce is a lying asshole,” I remind him.
He glares at me but doesn’t respond.
“For now, just us.” Mateo’s tone puts the brakes on any further conversation. “Let’s meet back here at the end of the day to regroup.”
With nothing left to discuss, we break up and head in our separate directions. I assume Ev is going to the knife throwing paddock, and I follow her, needing to talk. “Evan.”
She stops and whips around, her gaze so penetrating that I have to consciously prevent her from seeing through my flimsy facade.
I incline my head toward the lake. “Let’s take a walk.”
One eyebrow goes up and her forehead furrows in deep suspicion, but she steps toward me and allows me to lead the way. We don’t talk as I navigate the path to a secluded spot that doesn’t appear anyone has visited recently. The undisturbed leaves and undergrowth are about to get the disturbing of a lifetime as my chair blows them with a whirl of chaos until I come to a rest on the ground beside a felled log. I don’t want to have this conversation while Ev stands and I’m sitting, so using my upper body, I twist myself out of the chair and onto the log, patting the spot beside me. Ev eyes me warily, but sits, albeit farther away than I’d like.
“Alright, we walked, now what?”
“It’s about Draya.”
“I know what you’re going to say—”
“Hear me out.”
She clamps her lips together, but nothing about her body language indicates she’s going to consider anything I say.
“I hate what she did to you. I’m having a harder time with that than I thought I would.”
“Really? Like you thought everything was going to be dandy after sharing a glass of scotch?”
Fucking Gunther and his big mouth. “Ev, please. When you told me what happened to you, I swore on my life I’d kill the person responsible.”
“She’s not dead.”
“If you think this isn’t messing with my head, you don’t know me at all.”
She inhales sharply.
“God, I hate what she did to you. But Lucien loved her. I…” I thrust my head into my hands. “Fuck, I don’t know anything. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do and Lucien’s not here to ask. I’ve got no one anymore.”
A soft, cool hand rests on my arm. “You have me.”
I pick up her hand and warm it between mine before turning to face her. Sunlight glints off the brightness of her eyes, desperate to shed the tears she’s too stubborn to acknowledge. “I know. Sometimes I do a shitty job of showing it, though. But this thing with Draya isn’t something I can discuss with you. There’s no one who can really understand.”
“What about Sonia?”
“She might get it on some level, but her bond with Lucien wasn’t like mine. If he could’ve said one thing to me before he died, I know he would’ve told me to take care of Draya. Even if she didn’t want me to. I let him down. I let her walk away from us that day instead of going after her. This is so much more my fault than I want to admit.”
“Cyrus…”
“Draya gave us information, and when she had a chance to run, she didn’t.” I don’t tell her Draya also gave me the names of the assholes who nearly tortured her to death.
“Only after we made it clear that she didn’t have a choice. Plus, if she’s gathering information to share with the Uprising, she needs to be here.”
On the surface, that’s all possible, but she doesn’t know Draya the way I do. “Can’t you consider for a moment that maybe you’re wrong about her?”
Her beautiful expressive eyes bore into mine. “Can you?”
“Yes, but I can’t focus solely on her without something more concrete than just you don’t like her.”
She sighs, blowing out a slow breath. “I understand your guilt, god knows I live with enough of my own, but how does that translate to trust? Help me understand.”
I tilt my head back and take a minute to gather my thoughts. “I don’t trust her completely, but this act of betrayal you think she’s responsible for, no, I don’t think she’s capable of it.”
“On what planet is Draya not capable of betrayal?”
“I’m not saying she wouldn’t betray someone, just not me, not the boys, or Sonia and Ally. She has her faults, more than most, but she’s fiercely loyal to those she considers family.”
“That only makes me suspect her more.”
“How so?”
She rubs her palms on the legs of her jeans. “Emmali said they didn’t know where our camp was located, only where we enter and exit the Union. If Draya wanted to protect those she considers family, she wouldn’t divulge their location.”
My hand reaches for Evan’s before stopping mid-stretch and running through my hair instead. “I’m not going to argue that extra security surrounding her isn’t a good idea, because it is, but we need to be logical about this, and you’re being emotional.”
Her mouth drops open before slamming shut. “Emotional?” The way her voice rises tells me I hit the mark. She launches herself up and spins to face me. “How can I not be emotional? She deliberately tormented me. Made me believe she’d kill you if she found you. There’s no way for me not to be emotional about this.”
“I know. And for that reason, it might be best if you back off the investigation. Let the rest of us handle it.”
She shakes her head with enough force, I swear she’ll give herself whiplash. “No way. I’m in this just as much as you. There are only five of us, we can’t afford for anyone not to be involved.”
“If you can’t approach this from a place of reason, then you’re hurting us more than helping.”
Her fists ball at her sides and she blows out several harsh breaths through her nose before turning and stomping off. She’s wrong about Draya, I know she is, but as long as she’s convinced she’s right, she’ll overlook anything that points toward someone else. As sure as I am that I’ll be paying for that for a long ass time, it was the right thing to do.
It’s probably best she stormed off anyway, I can’t stand her watching me as I struggle to get back into my chair.
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COUNCIL

Cyrus
M ateo is stoking a small fire by the time Ev and I arrive at our usual spot for the leadership council. The flames provide only minimal post-sunset light and not much in the way of warmth. Beside me, Ev rubs her upper arms, and I hand her my sweatshirt. The grateful smile she throws my way makes my chest tighten. I’ve missed that smile.
Rainey stands near the fire and puts her hands up, signaling she’s ready to get things started. Somehow, she’s evolved into the group moderator. Everyone quiets down and Rainey takes her seat. “I don’t have any brilliant ideas for flushing out our mole, but we may have a bigger problem.”
“What’s that?” Mateo asks.
“We’re almost out of ammo.”
A heavy silence descends, like the air before a downpour. “How much is left?” I ask.
She lifts a shoulder. “Maybe enough for another couple of weeks at the most.”
“Let’s cut back on target practice until we figure this out,” Jack says.
Beside me, Ev pulls at the strings of the hood. First one, then the other, seesawing up and down. “If we do that, people will wonder why. We can’t let word get out that we’re low on ammo. This may be just the opportunity our traitor has been waiting for.”
Mateo nods. “We need to keep up appearances that everything is normal for as long as possible.”
“A trip back to Mexico will take too long,” Rainey says.
Ev pulls the strings tight, cinching it around her face until only her eyes, nose and mouth are visible. “But a trip to the Union won’t.”
“We don’t know where the Uprising stashes their ammo,” Jack reminds her.
“No, but we know it has to be there somewhere.”
“It could take longer to locate it than a trip to Mexico.”
“Or it could take less than half the time.”
Everyone starts talking at once, their voices rising and drowning one another out. My head hurts as I try to keep up with the conversations until I’ve had enough. “Shut it,” I roar. They all stop talking and stare at me. “One at a time.”
Mateo clears his throat. “I think we attack this on two fronts. Rainey and I head to Mexico, and another team can go to the Union at the same time. If both teams are successful, so much the better.”
“I like that,” Ev says. “If Rainey’s gone, whoever takes over target practice will undoubtedly use less ammo, so we can easily preserve what we have without anyone being wiser. In fact, we could cut the classes in half.”
“That works,” I say. “Who’s heading to the Union?”
“Me. And probably Evan. Although I’d like to take Tony as well,” Jack says.
“Wait,” Rainey says. “That leaves Cyrus as the sole member of the council, here.
“The council is made up of our best trained, which means we’re the best candidates to handle risky missions,” Mateo says. “But it does pose a problem.”
“What about Colin?” Ev asks. “He’s as well trained as I am.”
Mateo nods. “Jack, you stay here. Colin can go in your place.”
“Hold on,” I say. “Jack’s got special skills that are needed for the mission.”
Jack shakes his head. “Tony has far more investigative experience than I do. He makes me look like an amateur.”
“Good,” Mateo says. “We’re all set then.”
“No, we’re not.” My brain sends an unwanted signal to Asshole and the chair rises until it spits pebbles and debris across the ground.
“Hey!” Rainey yells.
I navigate back down. “Sorry, that was an accident. The teams make sense, I’m not disputing that. Jack staying behind makes even more sense, but I’ve been thinking about bringing in a couple of advisers to the council.”
Rainey narrows her dark eyes. “Who?”
“We have a former governor in our midst, it makes sense to tap him for guidance on issues beyond our experience.”
The crackling of the fire and cadence of crickets is the only sound for several long moments. “Uh…” Rainey starts, but stops herself from going further, throwing a quick glance Ev’s way.
“I know. He’s a Union official, you don’t trust him.” Ev turns to face me, the scowl I’ve become accustomed to lately missing. “His success is due more to his political abilities than anything else. I’m not sure how much that can help us.”
“He’s governed large groups of people. He may be able to help us figure out who’s working against us.”
“What if he’s involved?” Rainey asks.
“I plan on asking him questions without cluing him in on why. I’ll be looking for signs that he knows what I’m up to.”
“I don’t like it. Why was he the only governor left alive?”
“To get to me,” Ev says quietly.
“Doubtful. You’re only one girl. They aren’t going to risk everything to get to you.”
Evan’s face darkens. “Are you not paying attention? My face is plastered on wanted posters all over the Union.”
“I’m not trying to be a bitch about this, but you’re not that important.”
Mateo steps between them and puts a hand on each of their shoulders. “Evan’s right. But so is Rainey. I’ve been trying to figure out why they’re expending so many resources on finding one person, and only one thing makes sense.”
My chest constricts at what he’s suggesting, and my breath comes out as a wheeze. “It’s personal.”
Mateo nods. “It doesn’t get more personal than revenge.” He turns to Evan. “You seriously pissed someone off.”
“Walker,” she says. “I thought I was more of an annoyance to him than anything else. But this feels vindictive.”
“Based on what I know about the guy, this is about his pride,” Jack says. “He needs to make an example of you to regain the respect he believes he’s lost.”
“He’s coming after me because of a wounded ego?”
“More like he’s made you the focus of his anger. You represent his failures and he’s taking it out on you. That kind of hatred is hard to rationalize.”
I shake my head, not liking this at all. “Ev…”
Her lips are pressed into a tight line, but she relaxes as she glances over at me. “I know. This is worse than I thought. I’ve been trying to figure out why he was setting me up, but now it makes sense. He can’t take responsibility for his own mistakes. It’s got to be someone else’s fault, and that someone is me.”
“Bingo,” Jack says. “And you didn’t have to take a year of criminal psychology to get there.”
She gives him a tepid grin. “No, I just had to listen to you and Bryce dissect everyone’s mental health the last year and a half.”
“Please tell me this changes your plans,” I say to her.
“I have to do this. He wants me to be intimidated, and if I let him, he’s won one of the battles.”
“Now you’re just being stubborn.”
“No, I’m doing what needs to be done, taking all necessary precautions, to win this war. The same as you or anyone else would do.”
She’s right. If anyone else did the same, I wouldn’t say shit about it. And she knows I know it.
   
While the teams prepare for their separate missions, I putter around camp, doing what I can to contribute, which isn’t much. Of course, no one complains, because who is going to rip into a guy in a pod chair? But someone has to pick up the slack, doing the work I used to do, so it doesn’t go unnoticed. The afternoon sun warms the air to a pleasant temperature now that fall is in full swing. The lower humidity and a constant breeze almost make me forget how hellish the summer was.
The thwacking of an ax cutting through firewood echoes in the distance as I cruise through camp, arriving outside Draya’s tent.
“Hey, Cyrus,” Dom says.
“Hey, Dom.” I nod and he opens the tent flap for me. But there’s no way I can maneuver the chair in there. “I’m going to take her for a walk.”
Dom glances from my chair to the tent and back again. “Are you sure.”
“Yeah.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Don’t call me sir.” I know I’m his leader, but this isn’t the Uprising. All that matters is that I have his respect, which at the moment, I seem to have, even after what went down between me and his sister.
He drags Draya out a few moments later. She squints at me in the harsh sunlight until her eyes adjust.
The ripeness of her body odor hits me full force. “When was the last time you bathed?”
She glares at Dom. “Last week.”
Nodding toward the lake, I say “Come on, then.” I turn to Dom. “Grab a towel and change of clothes and meet us at the lake.”
“Sure.”
With a sigh, I pivot and start toward the water, Draya falling in step beside me. “Sorry about the lack of bathing. I’ll take care of it.”
“Yeah, this place blows when it comes to accommodations.”
I stop and turn to her. Apparently, my expression conveys more than any words could, because her face turns a rare shade of red. Draya doesn’t do embarrassment.
“Sorry,” she mumbles. “I didn’t mean it that way. I know what Evan went through. I wasn’t trying to blow that off, just lighten the mood.”
With a simple thought, I start toward the water again. “There is no lightening of anything.”
“Got it.” We move in silence for a couple of minutes before she asks, “So why the escort this morning?”
“I wanted to talk to you.”
“About what?”
“Life, Lucien, fuck, I don’t know. But you’re family to me, Dray.”
“We are not talking about…” Her voice quivers before dropping. “I can’t even say his name without a thousand knives slicing through my heart.”
“Not talking about him doesn’t stop the pain. I tried that for a while. Didn’t work.”
“Well, if you think I’m going to be your therapist, think again.”
“I’m offering to be yours.”
She stares at me, her expression revealing nothing before she pivots and continues to the lake without a word. The bathing area is deserted when we arrive, and Draya steps behind the curtain to strip. While she cleans up, I study the hills on the other side of the lake and try to imagine Draya working against us. Picture the girl Lucien loved doing what Evan is accusing her of, but it doesn’t add up.
“Here,” Dom says coming up behind me with clean clothes and a towel for Draya.
“Thanks.” I take them from him and ease forward, setting them on the rack beside the changing area so she’ll find them when she gets out.
“I’m gonna grab something to eat. How long do you think you’ll be?”
“An hour tops.”
“Cool.” He gives me a mock salute and heads toward the mess area.
Draya’s hand reaches out and snags the towel, emerging a few moments later, dressed in fresh shorts and shirt, carrying her socks and shoes to a nearby stump. After taking a seat, she wipes the dirt and leaves from her feet and pulls on her socks. “So that’s what this morning was about? Getting me to talk about…your brother?”
“Among other things.”
She shoves her foot into her left boot and pulls the laces tight. “Such as?”
“My long-term goal of having you released from custody.”
Her head pivots from her feet to me. “How?”
“By having you prove you’re trustworthy.”
“That’s never going to happen.” She snorts. “Evan already thinks I’m working against you.”
I rub my hands over my face. “I know. But she’s not the only one.”
“I told you—”
“You did. And I believe you, but the others aren’t ready yet. That’s what I wanted to talk about. How do we get them to trust you?”
Her eyes narrow. “You tell me.”
“Draya, I need you to work with me on this.”
Shoulders deflating, she returns to her footwear, working on her right boot. “I don’t play well with others, I thought you knew that.”
I ease the chair closer until I can place a hand on her shoulder. “The Draya I know does just fine with others.”
“Yeah, well, she died the same day Lucien did.” Her chin lifts in defiance as she says my brother’s name.
“I don’t believe that. The girl Lucien loved is still here, just hidden behind a thick, protective wall.”
Her eyes blaze as she turns to face me. “If you think I’m going to cry on your shoulder about my dead boyfriend again, you’re wrong.”
“Dray…I’m here to talk, nothing more. If you don’t want to cry, I won’t judge you for it. If you do, I won’t think less of you.”
“So, if I get all weepy, will people believe I’m not working for the Uprising?”
“Probably not.”
“That’s what I thought.” She turns and starts back to camp.
   
Ev has spent much of the past few days planning for her mission with Tony and Colin, and I miss her. When I arrive at our tent at the end of the evening, she’s inside packing a duffel bag.
“What time are you heading out?”
She tosses a pair of shoes into the bag. “Before sunrise.”
I nod, struggling with something else to say, something that will fix things between us before she leaves.
“Ev—”
“Cyrus—” she says at the same time, then lets out a soft laugh before sitting on the ground beside her bag.
“You go first,” I say.
She picks up a pair of socks and rolls them into a ball, before unrolling them and starting over. “I know you’re going through a lot right now.” Her gaze lifts to mine, and I see raw pain in her eyes that I’m likely responsible for. A knife of regret pierces my gut. “I’m not trying to diminish that. Maybe I can’t relate, because what happened to me was different, but I’m trying to put myself in your place and imagine how I’d feel. I think I’d be angry and frustrated, and I’d lash out at everyone around me.”
“I’m not trying to.”
She sets down the socks she’s been mangling and scoots closer. “As your fiancée, I’m here for you. I’ll serve as the target of your frustration. I can take it. But I also want to support you. Talk to me, don’t just unload your anger on me.”
“Shit, Ev… I don’t want to take it out on you. I’m sorry if I’ve been doing that—”
“It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not.”
“It is. It means you have enough confidence in us to let me see your darkest moments knowing it won’t destroy what we have.”
“But it is.”
“No, it’s not. Sure, things are rough now, but they won’t always be. We both know that. Maybe I should’ve pushed you to talk sooner, but I wanted you to initiate it when you were ready. Maybe you’re still not ready.”
I open and close my mouth a few times, but nothing comes out. Whatever words I want to say are buried deep below an avalanche of anger and inadequacy.
“Do you know what I miss most?” She asks with a small grin. “It’s probably not what you think. When we first met, we couldn’t spend enough time together. Time with no expectations. Hours spent talking and kissing. Those are my favorite memories of that summer. Can we do that before I go? Nothing more. Just you, me, and maybe a fantastic make-out session.”
A groan rumbles in my throat as I roll her toward me, her lips landing on mine. And for the next several hours, I forget all the things I can’t do, and immerse myself in those I still can, with the girl beside me.



14





CUTTING A TRAIL

Evan
Sweat coats my skin, the air too humid to allow any actual cooling as a result. While I understand Tony’s insistence that we hike farther than normal before entering the Union, two days of walking in unseasonably warm temperatures is taking a toll on everyone’s moods.
Colin slaps at his arms, muttering curses at the flies attacking him.
Tony is in front of us, cutting a trail for Colin and me to follow. We’ve been taking turns, and I’m not looking forward to my next go with the scythe. The tool is unwieldy and the muscles in my arm seize at the thought of having to swing it again in a few hours.
The day wears on with little to no conversation as first Colin, and then I, take turns carving our way. Since we left camp, we haven’t seen another soul, so I’m not sure why we’re taking the path least traveled. Or maybe this rugged trail is the reason we haven’t seen anyone. I pause after hacking a particularly rough stand of spiky plants and twist off the lid of my canteen. Throwing my head back, I down a couple mouthfuls of warm water before wiping my lips with the back of my hand and hanging the canteen back on my belt. With a glance overhead to make sure I’m still heading due west, I clear another mile before Tony takes over again.
With hours of nothing to do except walk, cut weeds, and observe our surroundings, I have way too much time to think. Half my thoughts are devoted to Cyrus and how to help him through his frustration over his long recovery, and the other half are focused on contingency plans for our mission. In the days leading up to our departure, we spent most of the time figuring out how to locate the ammunition and get large quantities back to camp. But if something goes wrong, and in my experience something always goes wrong, we don’t have more than a couple of ideas for recovering.
Once the sun sets and we no longer have the light to guide us, we stop and make camp, taking turns keeping watch. Even though I’m exhausted, I find it difficult to sleep. My mind zips from one thought to the next and when I finally doze, wicked scenes flash behind closed eyes. When morning finally dawns, I’m even more tired than when I curled up on my sleeping bag.
Stepping outside, the first thing I notice is a significant drop in the temperature from the past couple of days. The second is Tony stoking a small fire. We haven’t risked a fire with the heat and winds until now, but this also means coffee.
I stretch and make my way over to sit beside him. “Morning.”
“Morning.” Tony sets up the small grill above the fire and places the metal pitcher of water on the grate to heat.
“How far do you think we’ll need to hike today?”
“I think we’re far enough away from the site of the ambush. We can head in this morning.” We ended up telling Colin and Tony about someone ratting us out from the inside. It didn’t seem fair for them to risk their lives on this mission without knowing all the facts.
Steam rises from the pot, and I pull it down, take the French press from Tony, and pour some hot water in, swishing it around to heat the metal. After dumping the water, I hand it back to Tony. He adds grounds and fills it with more hot water before vigorously stirring and setting it aside to brew. The aroma is pure torture and it’s all I can focus on until Tony finally pours two cups, handing one to me.
“Where’s Colin?” I ask. Because if there’s coffee brewing, he should be here.
“Scouting. Should be back soon. He left about a half hour ago.”
Less than ten minutes later, Colin gives us the secret whistle before crashing through the weeds. His eyes zero in on my mug, so I grab another and pour one for him before topping off mine.
He takes the offered cup and slumps to the ground beside me. “No one around for at least a half mile in every direction. Also, there’s an opening about two miles from here. We can stake it out to make sure no one’s watching.”
“What if they’re waiting inside?” I ask.
Colin pats his waistband where his gun is hiding. “We should have the element of surprise on our side. Unless…” He turns to Tony. “Do you know if they have cameras watching the walls?”
“No.” Tony readies another pot of coffee. “But, if they are, we’ll be able to tell.” He gives us a wink and goes back to work.
“How?” I ask.
“Jack gave me something we can use to detect electronic surveillance. If they’re using Union technology, we’ll be good.”
“And if they’re not?”
“We could be in trouble, but if you were occupying the most advanced society in the world, would you look elsewhere for technology?”
I shake my head. “Probably not.”
“From everything you’ve told me, they don’t view us as a serious threat. If they did, they would’ve had more than two people waiting to ambush you at the wall. I doubt they’ll put much effort into catching us.”
After trudging the final two miles, I’m wary as we stake out the entrance to the Union from a thick wooded area. Tony uses the device Jack gave him, aiming it at the wall. “All clear.”
“Now what?” Colin asks.
“Now we prepare for the worst and hope for the best,” I say, pulling my gun from my waistband and making sure there’s a round in the chamber.
We cover the short distance to the wall, where in this part of the Ruins, nature embraces it. Vines climb the side of the smooth concrete plane, finding nicks and cracks to anchor to. Tony opens the door while Colin and I cover him. I’d be surprised if anyone’s used this entrance in years.
“Got it,” Tony whispers.
The three of us aim our weapons at the opening, waiting for someone to exit. When no one comes out, Colin enters first. Tony and I follow him into darkness, where a musty scent infuses the air. We pause, listening, before moving into the Union.
   
We haven’t met a soul in the corridors or tunnels on our trek to the cargo trains, nor when we boarded one. We’ve been lucky, and as we approach the Western Province, I can’t help wondering if our luck is about to run out. Even in disguise, I know someone will recognize me eventually. It’s just a matter of whether that someone will turn us in for whatever the Uprising is offering. With the Invasion and displacement of residents from their homes, getting their property back might be enough incentive.
“I can hear you thinking all the way over here,” Colin says from the other end of the boxcar.
“I’m endangering the mission. I shouldn’t have come.” I quote one of his favorite old movies.
He snorts. “Hardly. But we need to be careful. Having you along will probably keep us on our toes. If you look at it that way, maybe we’re safer because of you.”
“I’m wanted, too,” Tony offers.
“Good point.” Tony’s been accused of helping me plan and carry out the bombing of an A-Train, something the Uprising actually did but found it convenient to pin on us.
“Great,” Colin says. “I’m traveling with two outlaws.”
“Didn’t you want to be Doc Holliday growing up?”
He smiles. “Yeah. I need a badass duster and a cool hat.”
I eye him. “Yeah, because you’d blend in great dressed like that.”
He picks up something off the floor and flings it at me. I laugh and duck as whatever it is falls far from his intended target.
The train slows, and I get up to poke my head out, noting the location stamped on the wall. “This is it.”
Tony and Colin crowd behind me as the train exits the tunnel. I watch the area for any signs of movement. Like nearly all cargo depots across the Union, unmanned automated forklifts load and unload the trains, but nothing is a given these days. Once I’m sure no one is around, I slide the door to the right, opening it enough for us to squeeze out. I jump first, landing hard, and taking a couple of stumbling steps to keep from face-planting.
Colin goes next with Tony jumping off behind him, but he hits the ground at an odd angle, his foot twisting beneath him.
“Dammit,” Tony grunts as he crumples to the ground.
I rush back to his side and squat beside him. “How bad is it?”
“Not too bad. Don’t think it’s broken.” He reaches his fingers down to press on the tissue around his ankle and grimaces. “Should be okay,” he says between clenched teeth.
Colin glances at me over Tony’s head. Yeah, nothing about this is okay.
We help Tony up, and he leans on us as he limps away from the train. If we need to run, we’re screwed. Tony’s weight compresses my shoulder as we maneuver to the corridor beyond the train tunnels. He pauses and drops his arms to lean against the wall, head tilted back, eyes squeezed tight. Sweat drips down the side of his face despite the chilly temperatures.
“What do we do?” I mouth to Colin.
He shrugs, his eyes sweeping our surroundings for signs of trouble.
“Tony?” I ask.
He cracks one eye open.
“We need to have that ankle looked at.”
He nods and closes his eye again.
Colin sprints on light feet toward the end of the corridor and motions us forward. I support Tony’s weight the best I can, like a human cane, as he inches toward Colin. We repeat this process, from one hallway to the next, until we arrive at the express elevators. This wouldn’t be my first choice, but with Tony’s injury, it’s either this or the commuter trains, and that’s the more dangerous option.
Colin remains with Tony while I scout the area, heading away from the elevator toward the heart of the Union. With my hair tucked up under a baseball cap and a pair of large sunglasses covering half my face, I locate all the cameras and avoid them as best I can. Two blocks down I spot an Urgent Care that treats minor illnesses and injuries.
After returning to the others, Colin and I assist Tony the short distance and guide him inside. Teal and silver chairs are lined up three deep, but each one is occupied by someone. Colin heads to the desk and gives the man Tony’s information along with a fake name.
A young father clutching a small girl in his arms stands and inclines toward the seat he vacated.
Tony shakes his head and leans back against the wall.
Another man beside a very pregnant woman gets up and approaches us. “Take my seat. We’re going to be here for a while and my butt’s already numb.”
“Thanks,” Tony mumbles and shuffles over to the vacated chair, dropping into it with a grunt.
Colin joins us a few minutes later. “It’s going to be at least three hours.”
I glance around the room, taking in the sheer number of people here. “What’s going on?”
Colin grabs my sleeve and pulls me out of earshot of the others. “The guy said Urgent Care is where most Unionites are getting basic healthcare these days.”
Staying put in a confined location for hours is a bad idea, but leaving Tony isn’t an option, so Colin and I take turns patrolling outside for signs of danger.
It’s closer to six hours before Tony exits the treatment room wearing a corrective boot, the kind my sister had when she broke her foot in grade four. It allows him to walk, although slowly, without putting pressure on his ankle.
After signing out, he joins us. “Broken,” he says.
On the way back to the express elevators, Tony keeps up fairly well. We return to the lowest level and walk the corridors unseen until we arrive a hundred levels below our destination. We won’t go up until after the Union lights go out for the night. While we wait, Colin pulls a few snacks from his backpack and passes them around.
I take a bite of salty, gamey dried deer meat and wash it down with a swig of water. “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I ask Tony.
“Yep.”
We strategize until it’s time to go then take turns changing into dark clothing.
“Let’s do this,” Colin says, rubbing his hands together, a nervous tell that conflicts with the confidence of his tone.
Closing my eyes, I give myself a quick pep talk, then push up and take point on the way to the elevators, Tony hobbling behind me, with Colin bringing up the rear. The Union lights switch off moments after we arrive at the top level, plunging us into darkness. I pause, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the residual light from nearby businesses and shove my gun in the pocket of my sweatshirt but keep it in my hand. It’s one thing to be armed, quite another to do it openly in the Union without drawing suspicion.
The sidewalks are abandoned as we move through the borough. The Union has never had a curfew, even after lights out, and the lack of a nightlife up here sets every cell in my body on edge. We pass one closed bar after another. Even though the Uprising occupies most of the homes up here, no one likes to have a good time as much as off-duty soldiers.
Although the darkness and lack of activity should ease my fears of using the main walkways, it does the opposite. I duck into the first alley I come to and travel on the less-used pathways that run between the rows of buildings. We arrive across from the darkened lobby of Western Provincial News, the place where I first met Tony.
After squatting behind a planter and observing the area for an hour, Colin taps my shoulder and motions that it’s time to move out. I cringe with every clomp of Tony’s boot, but there’s nothing we can do about it as we move behind the building.
Colin carries his gun in one hand and swings a crowbar in the other as we approach the back entrance. Tony and I cover Colin while he pries the door open with the heavy piece of bent iron one of the scouts located at a trading post in the Ruins. It works surprisingly well, and Colin has it open in under a minute. We slip inside and pull the door closed behind us.
An eerie silence swallows us as we move farther inside. Safety lights cast a creepy yellow hue over everything while also providing enough illumination for us to see our way. Tony leads, with his off-kilter gait, through a maze of six-foot half walls, erected to turn a huge space into dozens of semi-private work areas ringed by glass-walled offices.
A quick zig is followed by zag until Tony pauses outside a door on the other side of the building from where his office was once located. He pulls a small device from his pocket and holds it up to the lock. Three beeps later, the lock clicks as it disengages. Tony throws me a quick grin and mouths, “Jack,” before pushing the door open.
Colin and I follow him into a long, narrow room. Dozens of screens mounted to the walls flood the room with a soft blue glow. A glass table runs the length of the wall with chairs evenly distributed, one in front of each display. To my right is a coffee station. A massive machine capable of dispensing any type of hot beverage someone could want. It’s flanked on either side by racks that hold identical ceramic mugs displaying the WPN logo. In the corner is a glass refrigerator filled with sandwiches, yogurt, cheese, and fruit.
“Wow, you’d never have to leave this room except to take a leak,” Colin says, glancing around.
The left corner of Tony’s mouth lifts in a half smile and he points to the opposite end where a door displays the obligatory international bathroom symbol. “Not even then.”
“What’s this room for?” I ask.
“Research.”
Spinning, I picture it filled with interns, like I once was, swiping and typing madly on the embedded input devices in the glass desktop.
“We don’t have a lot of time. Let’s get to work,” Tony says, touching the edge of the desk. The entire length lights up, and electronic keyboards and navigation areas illuminate.
Colin takes a seat to my right. “What search strings should we use?”
I stare at the screen in front of me, chewing on my lip. “Anything and everything that could be related.”
“That’s a lot of ground to cover.”
“Then stop yapping about it and start searching,” Tony says.
Colin drops his head and begins entering words and using his fingers to gesture on the navigation area to zoom in and out and pan around the results.
I start with some basics about bullets, but get nowhere, and switch to large pallet deliveries in the Union. That doesn’t yield anything useful either, since most deliveries come on pallets. Leaning back in my chair, I blow a hair from my face and stare up at the ceiling. Where would the information even reside? There wouldn’t be any news stories on it. Colin and I only found the original warehouse location because it was tied to an alias Walker was using.
To my left, Tony’s fingers fly furiously across his control panel, typing, erasing and retyping, scrolling through results, and starting over again.
“No luck?” I ask.
“Not yet.” He looks at me for a brief moment. “Get back to work.”
“Yes, sir,” I say with a mocking smile. I’m rewarded with a glare as I return to my search, but unsure how best to proceed. Maybe Tony just randomly types words until he hits something, but I don’t see that working for me. Out of curiosity, I type in Walker’s name, hoping to get something useful. Thousands of results scroll across my screen, aggregated from a ton of different databases. There are too many to make any sense out of, so I narrow my search by typing in his name and “warehouse.” After spending a good half hour sifting through various files, I admit defeat, yet again. There must be some way to find the information, though.
“Hey, look at this,” Colin says, pointing at the display in front of him. He has an aerial shot of the Union, with an arrow pointing to a building’s roof.
“What’s that?” I ask. Tony leans back so he can see Colin’s screen around me.
“I’m not sure. I was searching for seizures of smuggled goods. A few linked documents later, and I see this. Do you think this could be a location?”
Tony scratches a hand across his chin. “Could be. Switch spots with me.”
Colin gets up, but instead of moving to Tony’s spot, he stands behind the chair as Tony begins an aggressive search based on Colin’s initial findings. “This is interesting,” Tony says, tapping the screen with his finger. If we—”
Outside the room, loud voices stop Tony mid-sentence and send my heart racing into my throat.
“Quick,” Tony says. “Press the delete button for five seconds. That’ll clear the search histories.”
I do as instructed and the monitors return to their blue, hibernation state, and the glass desktop goes dark.
“Get down,” Tony orders.
Colin and I scramble beneath the desk, and I pull a chair tight against my chest, holding my breath. The drumming of Tony’s fingerpads against the glass desktop is the only sound. Slowly, I let my breath out so I don’t pass out, and take in a slow gulp of air.
Someone pounds on the door before it flies open, slamming into the coffee station, the mugs careening to the floor in a spectacular crash. Peering out from behind the chair, I see Tony leap up and spin, but can’t make out anything above his knees.
“What’s going on?” he bellows.
“Tony?” A male voice asks. “What are you doing here.”
“Research.”
“For what?”
“Doesn’t matter,” comes another voice, deeper than the first. “There’s a warrant out for your arrest. Come with us.”
Tony shuffles forward, making what appears to be a deliberate effort to limp, the broken mugs rattling and clanking with his movements.
After the door closes behind them, I count out five minutes in my head before I whisper, “Col?”
“Yeah,” comes his hoarse response.
“What do we do now?”
“Figure out a way to get Tony before the Uprising does.”
The silence grows louder as Colin and I independently brainstorm in the research pod. We’re both still armed, we have the element of surprise on our side, but the unknowns are daunting. How many people are here? How many of them are with Tony? Are they armed? Where did they take him?
Colin lets out a muted sigh and pushes his chair forward so he can crawl out from his hiding spot. I join him and we both stretch our cramped muscles.
Colin’s eyes find mine in the dark, revealing the same heavy dose of fear coursing through me. “What do you think?” he whispers.
“We’re going to have to wing it. We don’t have enough time to plan anything and we don’t know enough to formulate a plan anyway.”
“Yeah.” He grabs his gun from the back of his waistband and moves toward the door. I grip my knife, my weapon of choice, and move behind him. Colin cracks the door and pokes his head out. With a quick hand motion for me to follow, he steps into the hall and presses his back to the wall. I slip out behind him and pull the door silently closed behind me.
We crouch-walk down the hall until we reach the end of the first block of partitions then dodge into the cubicle office to take stock of our surroundings. Colin’s head pops up over the top of the half wall, his head swiveling like a meerkat. Ducking back down, he whispers, “Nothing in this area. All the offices are dark.”
“What if they’re keeping him in a dark office?”
“Someone would be posted out front, at least. They’re not going to risk him escaping.”
“Good point.”
Keeping low, we move around the maze to the left and repeat our search. “Maybe they’ve already turned him over to the Uprising,” I say.
“Let’s hope not.”
Yeah, because if they have, getting him back could be damn near impossible.
We continue our quest, coming up empty each time until it occurs to me that they’ll probably have him near the front doors. I yank Colin in that direction, taking the lead.
“You hear something?” he whispers.
“No, but they won’t want soldiers deep inside the building. They’ll hold Tony near an entrance. Since we’ve been past the back door a few times now, the front makes the most sense.”
Before we reach the corridor leading to the lobby, voices float from up ahead. Colin grabs my arm and drags me into a cubicle before peering around the side. Kneeling below him, I peek around as well. I don’t see anyone, but the voices are close, and I strain to make out what they’re saying.
“Tell me what’s going on, Dan?” Tony’s asks.
A muffled response follows.
“You know me better than that.”
“I know what they’re saying,” the muffled voice says.
“Right. So, twenty years of working together and you take the word of an invading force? What possible reason would I have to blow up an A-Train?”
Another unintelligible response.
“That’s insane and you know it. They have every reason to try to pin this on me.”
A door slams, shaking the flimsy walls Colin and I are leaning against.
“I’m going to scope it out,” Colin says, moving toward the end of the wall.
“Hang on. Let me cover you at least.”
“I’m not gonna engage with anyone, but I want to see how many we’re up against.”
I follow closely behind Colin as he eases down the hall, watching our back as he takes care of whatever’s in front of us. He pauses abruptly and waves me back. With a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure we’re still clear, I back up. Colin stays with me, then turns down another corridor. When he reaches the end of the bank of cubicles, he turns one more time and dives into the one on the end.
We squat to catch our breaths, then Colin stands and peers over the wall before ducking back down. “Tony’s in the office behind us. There’s not much light, but enough to know it’s him. Can’t tell if he’s alone, though.”
“They’ve probably alerted the Uprising, so we don’t have much time.”
“Nope.”
“Okay, so we need a plan. A good one.” I glance around the cubicle for anything to help us, but there’s not much here. A monitor, desk, embedded phone system. I grab Colin’s arm and incline my head back the way we came. “Come on, I have an idea.”
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QUIET

Cyrus
The sky is an inky purple by the time I ease my chair through the camp on my way to Draya’s. A chill in the air raises goosebumps across my skin, and I make a quick detour to my tent to grab a sweatshirt. Evan’s scent hits me hard as I pull it over my head, tightening my chest. She wore it last; the night before she left.
Will’s out front when I arrive and nods a greeting.
“How are things tonight?” I ask.
“Quiet. Zak’s fitting in well. He’s on the backside now.”
“Good.”
Will pulls the opening aside and I call in to Draya. “Hey, you up for an evening stroll?”
She snorts, but in the soft glow of the lights hanging in her tent, she yanks on her boots and begins lacing them. After grabbing a jacket from the ground, she exits her tent and glances at me. “Where to?”
I nod toward the lake. “That way.”
She takes off down the path, weaving between vines that grab at her ankles, while I ride safely above it all.
“Watch out for snakes.”
Her attention drops to the ground and she scans the path before her, picking her way as if she’s navigating stones across a rushing creek.
After watching her paranoid dance a little longer, I finally let out the laugh I’ve been straining to hold in.
She spins and pins me with her icy glare. “What’s so funny?”
“There’s probably snakes out here, but no one’s seen one.”
Her eyes narrow as she marches toward me. “You fucking bastard. I can’t believe you. You know that those…” she shudders.
My laughter only grows as she gets closer. I ease the chair away from her. “Not my fault you turned your back on Lucien at the wrong time.”
The spark of anger in her eyes fades and her shoulders fall. “He said you put him up to it.”
I shrug. “I might have suggested it when I saw it slithering through the grass, but I didn’t dare him or anything.”
A small smile pulls at her lips. “I was so pissed at him.”
“You should’ve seen him trying to explain his black eye to our folks. No way was he admitting he let a girl hand him his ass.”
She shakes her head and turns, resuming her walk. “I hated him.”
“He was crazy about you but didn’t know how to tell you.”
She glances at me over her shoulder. “Why are boys such idiots?”
I chuckle. “That’s a question older than the dirt you’re walking on.”
We stop a few feet from the water’s edge. Draya takes a seat on a felled log and turns toward me. “Did you invite me out here for a nighttime reminiscing of our childhood?”
“What if I did?”
She eyes me. “I’m not playing games with you.”
“I need your help, Dray, but I’m not trying to manipulate you. We go back too far for that.”
“Need my help with what?”
I sigh and scrub my hands across my face before turning to meet her intense gaze. “Finding out who else is going after the Uprising.”
“I told you I don’t know.”
“Maybe not, but you probably know enough to help us.”
“I doubt it.”
I rotate the chair to sit opposite her. “You probably know more than you realize.” Handing her my tablet with a map of the entire North American landmass, I say, “Drop pins everywhere you can remember attacks taking place.”
“Cy—”
“Humor me.”
She lets out a long sigh. “That was a while ago, I’m not sure I remember them all.”
“Start with the ones you do remember.”
She takes the offered tablet, bending her head to study it. After a few moments, she places her finger on a spot, marking it with a blue tag. Another several minutes pass before she adds another. Within a half hour, she’s got a dozen places marked. Her face screws up as she studies the map, but finally shakes her head and hands me back the tablet. “That’s all I can remember for sure. There are a few others I’m iffy on.”
I push the tablet back to her. “Mark those with a different color.”
She takes the device and returns to work. She has a better memory than she gives herself credit for, because her iffy tags outnumber the ones she’s more sure of. And more importantly, a pattern begins to develop.
There are three clusters of red and blue tags. The largest clusters contain more blue than red, meaning those are the areas we need to target first. I lift my gaze to meet hers in the moonlight, expectation coloring her features for a brief second, a glimpse of the old Draya, the one who was always looking for the next big thing. It’s only a moment, a snapshot, before she replaces it with indifference.
But I know her better than she realizes, or maybe better than she remembers. She’s in this just as much as I am now.
   
The sun creeps over the horizon as I sip my morning coffee in the mess area trying to psych myself up for another day. The progress I’d made in the Union has all but halted out here. I’ve tried doing some of the exercises I learned on my own, but I just end up drenched in sweat and frustrated as hell. My upper body strength is increasing, but my legs are damn near useless.
Sonia and Marcus stroll up the path, hand-in-hand, matching grins plastered across their faces, as if I needed another reminder that everyone’s getting laid around here but me. Marcus drops Sonia’s hand and spreads his arms wide. “Cy, my man, just the one we’re looking for.”
Oh, for fuck’s sake. I don’t need this shit right now.
Sonia gives him a side eye. “We have a surprise for you.”
I grunt but can’t exactly get myself worked up over whatever it is they have in store for me. If it doesn’t involve getting naked and horizontal with a certain redhead, I don’t much care. And even that isn’t what it used to be.
Sonia reaches for my hand. “Quit being such a grump. It’s good, I promise.”
I don’t take the offered hand, but I do guide Asshole away from the table, ready to follow her to my “surprise.”
She and Marcus lead the way down the path. Sonia turns and glances at me over her shoulder, her light brown eyes glistening with delight. “So, I’ve been working on this with Marcus and Mateo for a while. It’s not perfect, but I’m pretty excited about it, if I do say so myself.”
Knowing Sonia, she’s got a new garden using Union technology or something. I couldn’t be less interested, but she’s nearly bursting with rays of joy shooting out of the seams, so I guess I can at least pretend to care. The worn path ends at freshly flattened grass leading to a stand of trees that open into a small clearing. My mind blanks and I stall in place, not sure I fully understand what I’m looking at.
Someone cleared the trees from a twenty-by-twenty area, leveled the ground, and poured a concrete pad, covering at least half of the clearing. A series of brackets are embedded in the concrete and support waist-high handrails. In the corner of the pad is another contraption with overhead pulleys. Realization dawns that this is a ruggedized version of the Union’s physical rehabilitation center. She managed to recreate most of the equipment, including…
“Is that a fucking treadmill?”
Sonia laughs. “It’s the best we could come up with using the materials we had, but yeah.”
I drag my attention away from the rehab shit to look at Sonia. Tears pool in her eyes, but a smile cuts across the center of her face.
“I don’t know what to say.”
“You don’t need to say anything,” she says.
“Hell, yeah, he does,” Marcus says. “He needs to say he’s going to work his damn ass off to make all this worth it.”
I take in a deep breath, trying to dislodge the building tightness in my chest, but when I open my mouth to respond, no words come out. Instead I nod and ease up to the edge of the pad. Swallowing hard, I clear my throat and manage to wheeze out, “When do we start?”
   
After a grueling few hours of torture with Sonia, I dragged my sweaty ass to the lake to clean up. Sonia tried to assure me that taking so much time off after leaving the Union set me back, but if I stick with it, I’ll see improvements again. While that’s possible, it’s hard to imagine right now. Frustrated with the lack of progress, I’m determined to accomplish something, and head through camp to the east side where Ev’s family resides.
Christine is beside their tent hanging laundry. Barklyn yips before bounding down the path to greet me. Christine glances up, eyes narrowed, before turning back to her work. She takes a clothespin from between tight lips and secures a shirt to the line. “Any word from my daughter?”
“Not yet.” I lower my chair so I can reach down to pat the dog. He launches himself into my lap and begins licking my face. “I’m looking for David. Is he around?”
Hoisting the empty basket to her hip, she turns to face me. “Last I saw him he was headed to the lake with my husband to do some fishing.”
“Thanks.” I swivel to leave but turn back. “I don’t expect them to return for another week or so. We don’t have a way to communicate, so the fact that we haven’t heard anything isn’t a bad sign.”
She shoves the hair out of her face with the back of her wrist. “Thank you.”
After Barklyn jumps down, I head toward the lake along the path of trampled grass and weeds until I detect a rumble of male voices ahead. They pause as I approach and turn toward me. The way they’re holding their poles, I doubt either of them has ever fished before.
“Good afternoon,” I say before directing my attention at David. “Can we talk?”
He glances at his brother for a brief moment. “Sure.” Handing his pole to Joe, he pushes up and dusts off his pants before walking toward me, picking his way across rocks and sticks like the Uni he is. When he reaches my side he asks, “What’s going on?”
“I want to get your thoughts on something.”
He looks back at Joe, as if he’s trying to decide what to do, but nods without another word.
I ease down the path and parallel camp until we reach our usual meeting spot, which is currently deserted.
David takes a seat, resting his arms on his knees. “What do you need?”
I start to tell him about my conversation with Draya last night but stop myself. My mouth goes slack as I wage an internal battle. Do I trust him? There are very few people I trust completely, but Evan’s uncle should be someone I can confide in. Still, something stops me.
“What’s going on, Cyrus?”
“Why did you survive? They executed every governor but you.”
He rubs his hands on his thighs. “I ask myself that every day. The others…” He shakes his head. “They were my friends. We’d worked together for years. I still don’t really know why I wasn’t killed. I assumed they wanted something from me, but I don’t know what that could be.”
My head drops as I study the dirt embedded under my nails. He could be telling the truth, or he could be parroting the same bullshit he’s said to everyone else. What motive could he have to double-cross us? If I want to trust him, I need to get to the bottom of what motivates him.
I lift my head and meet his dark stare. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense.”
He shakes his head. “It doesn’t, but there must be a reason. I’ve spent hours going over everything. Contacts, projects I was working on. None of it seems connected in any way.”
“What about this Kearney guy?” The man David told us was funding the Uprising to get his hands on the oil fields off the Union’s coast.
“He’s no fan of mine. He would’ve killed me years ago if he thought he could’ve gotten away with it.”
“We’re missing something.”
“I know. I just can’t for the life of me figure out what.”
“What about Benton?”
“He’s a wild card, which means anything’s possible. The guy’s a narcissist, self-centered, only sees the world through how it affects him. If he thought keeping me alive was good for him, he would’ve made sure I wasn’t executed. But I don’t see how my life benefits him.”
“What about the daughter? She seems to be the only thing he might care about as much as himself.”
“Not much to go on there, either. Other than her run-in with Evan in school, I never had any reason to interact with her.”
This is going nowhere. “The entire time they had you in that room, they never asked you any questions?”
“No.”
“They never told you anything?”
“No. Not that I didn’t try to find out what the hell they were doing with us.”
Us. Right. They took the rest of Ev’s family, too. Could this really just be about Walker exacting revenge? That seems risky and stupid, two things Walker is not known for.
“It’s possible whatever they wanted from me was in the future. You guys disrupted their plans.”
“Good point.” I need to sort this all out if I’m going to trust him enough to ask for his help.
   
“We need to have a pow-wow,” I say to Jack as he passes me on the way to the mess tent.
He lifts an eyebrow. “Everything okay?”
“Other than the fact we can’t trust anyone?”
“Yeah, other than that.”
“We need to discuss something. Can you meet me after you eat?”
“You want to do it now?”
“Go ahead and eat first. I need to take care of something. How about in an hour?”
He glances at his watch and nods. “Yeah. See you then.”
I ease through camp until I arrive outside Draya’s tent. Zak is out front this time. He’s a tall, wiry kid, but after getting to know him up north last year, I know what he’s capable of. His dark hair is long now, pulled into a ponytail, and dark sunglasses conceal his eyes.
At the sound of my chair he turns his head, his mouth stretching into a grin. “Sup?”
“How are you settling into camp?”
“Good. It’s been great to see everyone again. Thanks for sending for us.”
“Thanks for coming.” I hold up a wrapped burger for Draya. “Dinner.”
He nods and ducks inside. Draya follows him out, studying me carefully. Even though we’ve met more than a dozen times since she arrived here, she still acts as if I’m here to make her life even more miserable.
“Thought you might want something different to eat for a change.”
She narrows her eyes at the burger for a second, then steps forward, snatching the sandwich from my hand.
“Come on.” I spin and head toward the lake.
“Where are we going?”
“The usual.”
She follows, unwraps the paper and takes a tentative bite. Her face morphs from anger to one of surprise as she chews. For a moment, she appears to forget she’s supposed to be sullen. “Oh my god.” A crumble of charred meat lands on her lip and she pulls it back in with her teeth. “What is this?”
“They’re called hamburgers, although they’re made with beef and not ham.”
“No shit.” She takes an oversized bite and talks around her food. “What’s on the agenda tonight?”
“We’re meeting with Jack.”
“Got anything to drink?”
I reach beside me and grab a canteen of water.
She takes a long pull and swallows. “Why?”
“The locations you pinpointed, they mean something, and I need his help and yours to figure out what we do about it.”
Jack’s already sitting on a log when we arrive. He glances beyond me to Draya and pops up. Tipping his chin in her direction, he asks, “What’s up?”
I ease to a stop and hand him the tablet. “Take a look at this and let me know what you think.”
Jack studies the device for several minutes before he lifts his head, his gaze connecting with mine. “Is this what I think it is?”
“Yep.”
A lopsided grin lifts half his mouth. “Shit. I’ve got some ideas on what to do with this.”
“I was hoping you would.”
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GRAND PLANS

Evan
“What’s your grand plan, EvTay?”
I bend over the desk and place my finger on the phone screen. It lights up, illuminating the cubicle.
“What are you doing?” he whispers, alarm coating his words.
“Sorry.” I cover the screen with my hand to block the light. “I’m looking for the directory. I used it a few times when I worked for Tony. Besides internal extensions, they have after-hours contact numbers.”
He rises up on his toes and peers over the wall. “Well, hurry up.”
I quickly swipe through the menus until I find what I’m looking for, click the button, and press the receiver to my ear.
It rings three times before a voice on the other end says, “Hello?”
“Stevie?” I whisper.
“Who’s this?
“It’s Evan.”
“Where are you?”
“At the office. They have Tony.”
“What are you talking about? Who has Tony?”
“We came to do some research. Some guy he knew grabbed him, but Colin and I were able to hide. They’re keeping him in an office until the Uprising arrives.”
“What guy?”
“I don’t know. No one I recognize, but Tony called him Dan.”
“Shit,” she mutters. “Look, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
“Not sure we have that much time.”
“Well, I can’t teleport.”
“Okay, okay. Sorry. I’m just freaking out. If the soldiers get him…”
“Where are you?”
I glance around the space trying to get my bearings. “Not sure. We’re in a cubicle somewhere. Um…” I lift my hand and find the extension at the top of the display. “Whoever sits at thirteen twenty-four.”
“Bradley Scarpini. Okay. I’ll find you.”
“Then what?”
“I’ll come up with something on my way.”
She hangs up and I place the receiver back, which turns the display off, plunging us back into darkness.
“What’s the plan?”
“Stevie said she’ll come up with something on her way here, but she’s about fifteen minutes out.”
“The soldiers’ll probably be here by then.”
“I know.” I lean back against the wall and it gives a little.
Colin grabs my arm, pulling me forward. “What do we do in the meantime?”
“Come up with our own plan in case Stevie can’t.”
“Then why’d you call her?”
I sigh and hug my knees to my chest. “Because she knows this building, knows the staff, and any secret exits and hiding places, how to lock down the exit doors to prevent them from taking Tony—”
“Okay, I get it. Good plan. On the off chance she doesn’t come up with anything, what do we do?”
“Brute force, I guess.”
“I hate that plan, but if we don’t have anything else, it’ll have to do. We’re not leaving without Tony.”
That’s not even an option. After what the Uprising did to me, I’ll never leave anyone in their hands. The minutes drag while we wait, and my anxiety grows until I’m an exposed nerve.
“Hey,” comes a whisper from the hall.
An adrenalin shot straight to my heart sends energy zipping through my veins.
“It’s me, Stevie, don’t shoot.” She enters the cubicle and drops down, wearing all black, her long sometimes blond, sometimes red hair, hidden beneath a black skullcap.
Colin gives her an acknowledging nod.
“Thanks for coming.” I hand her my gun, pulling my knife from my pocket. “Know how to use this?”
She stares at the weapon in her hand and shakes her head.
“It’s ready to go. If you need to shoot for any reason, just put your finger here and press the trigger toward you. The gun will do the rest.”
“I’m not sure about this. What if I shoot one of you, or myself, by mistake?”
Colin glances at me, eyebrows raised.
Yeah, she probably shouldn’t have a gun. I take it back and hand her my knife. “Don’t lose this.”
She eyes it, opening and closing the blade a few times. “My plan doesn’t call for using weapons.”
“What is your plan?” I ask.
“I didn’t see any soldiers, so they must still be on their way.”
“Okay, but someone is guarding Tony, and I think he had a gun.”
“We need to lure the guy out of the office.”
“How do we do that?” Colin asks.
Stevie peels off her cap and shakes her head, her long blond locks falling past her shoulders. That’s when I notice the wicked tall boots she’s wearing. They have at least three-inch heels and the soft black suede stops halfway up her thighs. She undoes the top three buttons of her shirt and reveals enough skin that Colin’s eyes pop.
“You’re going to seduce him?” he asks.
She shoots him a look that could freeze boiling water. “I’m going to convince him I forgot something, so I stopped by to pick it up, and that my date is waiting for me. If it’s who I think it is, he’ll escort me to my desk, because he doesn’t like anyone in ‘his’ building after hours.”
“What about Tony?” Colin asks.
“That’s when you and Evan will sneak in and grab him.”
“No, I mean, won’t this guy be worried that you’ve seen Tony?”
She shrugs. “Everyone’s been told that he planted explosives on the tracks to get even with the government for the death of his wife. As far as they know, everyone believes it, but most of us know it’s total bullshit.”
“Wait, what happened to his wife?” I ask.
Colin cuts me a look. “Really? That’s what you’re worried about now?”
“No,” I mumble.
“Okay, so I’m going to make an entrance. When Dan walks me to the front, you can grab Tony and meet me back here. I know another way out. Dan knows it, too, but he probably won’t think of it right away.”
“There was another guy with him,” Colin says.
I nod. “Two of them carted him off.”
Stevie twists her mouth in thought. “We’ll deal with him as needed. I have no idea who that could be or why they’d be here this time of night. Dan’s security. He usually works alone. He thinks he’s some kind of cop so he’ll have Tony secured.” She hands me back my knife. “Here, you might need this. I’ll be fine. Dan won’t hurt me.”
“Are you sure?”
“I am. He’s only doing what he thinks needs to be done. He believes that crap story about Tony. He has no love for the Uprising, though. He’s just mad that Tony turned on the Union.”
“We’re running out of time,” Colin says. “Let’s do this.”
“Right.” I pop up and rub my hands together. “We’ll be waiting. Give us a few minutes to get into position.”
“Where’s Dan holding him?”
“Near the server room.”
She nods, then shoos us. I follow Colin back through the maze, arriving at the cubicle across from where Tony is being held. Gun in hand, I squat and keep my breaths shallow while we wait.
Colin peers over the wall and drops down. “Tony’s still in there, but I only see one other body with him. Not sure if it’s Security Dan or the other guy.”
Stevie’s kick-ass boots strike the concrete warehouse floor, echoing off the walls and exposed rafters above.
“Who’s there?” a male voice asks.
“Oh, hey, Dan. Sorry, didn’t mean to spook you. I forgot some files I’m supposed to work on over the weekend. I’m just going to pick them up.”
“Stevie? It’s one in the morning.”
“I know. I was on a date when I remembered I left them here. My date’s waiting for me out back. I’ll be out of your hair in a minute.”
Her current trajectory will take her past Tony. Dan intercepts her before she passes. “I’ll go with you. Here, I’ve got a light.”
They carry on a superficial conversation until their voices disappear behind the door that separates the lobby from the rest of the building.
“Now,” Colin says, rushing out.
We stay low as we cover the short distance to Tony. He’s secured to an office chair with a synthetic band like the ones used to wrap items in the warehouse.
I grab my knife, flip it open, and slice through the band. Tony stands, rubbing his wrists.
“Come on,” Colin says, poking his head out the door. “No time to chit chat.”
“You okay to run?” I ask Tony.
He nods and follows Colin, moving more swiftly than I would’ve thought possible with only a slight limp from his stabilizing boot. Colin’s waiting when Tony and I arrive at the rendezvous spot. Once Dan realizes Tony’s missing, things are going to blow up fast. Before I have a chance to get too anxious, Stevie appears beside me.
“Let’s go,” she says without any pretense. Pulling the cap down over her hair and carrying her boots, she wastes no time heading to the end of this corridor and turning right.
I grip my knife in one hand and my gun in the other and follow. We’ve only gone a few steps when Dan lets loose a stream of profanity from the general direction of where Tony had been, making the muscles in my shoulders tighten.
At the end of the hall, Stevie motions us with a frantic wave. When we reach her side, she pushes aside a stack of boxes with enough ease I suspect they’re empty.
“This way,” she whispers.
When everyone has passed the boxes, I quickly restack them to hide our route. Stevie holds a small penlight, which provides minimal illumination, but enough to see where we’re going.
“Where’d you get that?” Colin asks.
The corner of her mouth lifts in a satisfied smirk. “Dan gave it to me so I could find my way back out through the warehouse. I might have fabricated a story about how I tripped over something on the way in.”
“What the hell?” says a voice ahead of us.
Stevie slams to a halt and I train my gun past her until a body comes into view.
His eyes travel over us, landing on Tony. “What are you doing back here?”
“What are you doing back here, Damon?” Stevie asks.
His eyes widen as he takes in Stevie. “Oh, um…” his mouth tightens. “What are you doing with him?” He jerks his chin at Tony.
Colin steps forward, gun trained on Damon. “We don’t have time for a reunion. Out of the way.”
Damon’s arms fly up over his head.
“Can you tie him up?” Colin asks.
Stevie’s head swivels. “With what?”
I pull off my sweatshirt and use my knife to nick the hem, then tear off a strip. “With this.”
While Stevie works on securing Damon’s hands behind his back, I cut off two more strips, one for his feet and one for his mouth. Once he’s secure, we follow Stevie as she takes off around the corner. She leads us down another corridor to a concrete room stacked with more boxes and reeking of marijuana. The stench is so potent, I have to blink a few times to clear my senses. Guess we know what Damon was doing back here.
Stevie pushes past me and climbs onto a chair below an open window that doesn’t seem to be making much of a dent in the smell. She hoists herself up, throws her boots out, and falls through, dropping to the other side. I follow, landing on a concrete floor in what appears to be a service corridor. Once Colin and Tony join us, Stevie pivots and runs down a passageway that’s only wide enough for us to travel single file.
“What is this?” I ask.
“The entire building has this buffer of space. When they built it fifty years ago, they thought it would help regulate the temperatures so there’d be less need for artificial heating or cooling. I’m not sure it really works, and it’s totally rank in here, but I saw it on the blueprints when I had to schedule some building maintenance. That’s when I found out some of the staff had discovered it, too, and were using the access rooms for recreational activities.”
A shout bounces off the concrete walls behind us. They figured out where we went sooner than I was counting on.
“Shoot,” Stevie says and picks up the pace. “We need to hurry.” At the end of this corridor, she makes another sharp left, but instead of continuing on, she pauses, bending over to lift a drain cover embedded in the floor with a ladder leading down.
It’s so similar to the one Walker and his thugs forced me into when they kidnapped me, that I shudder. We descend one at a time, Colin last, securing the cover above his head before joining us. This is just another maze and they’re bound to follow us here, too.
“This way,” Stevie says, heading toward a steel door.
“Let me guess, you saw all of this on the plans?” Colin asks.
Stevie gives him a broad grin before yanking open the door. “I saw the access points underground, so I knew where they went. But, no, I know these tunnels inside and out, because this is where me and my brother used to play hide and seek with my cousin when we were kids.” She goes through the door, juts left, then takes a sharp right, before climbing a set of stairs. At the top is another door. She places her ear against it before flagging me to join her. “You and your gun go first, but I don’t hear anything.”
With a deep breath, I push the door open and poke my head out, gun drawn. I’m met by a peaceful silence and step outside, holding the door for the others. We’re in an alley between what appears to be a couple of businesses. “Where are we?” I whisper.
“Outside my cousin’s place. He inherited the pub from his great uncle a few years ago and lives in the apartment above it. He said we can hang here until things blow over.”
The night air is chilly after the warm stuffiness of the tunnel, and I rub my free hand over my exposed arm. “How long do you think it’ll take before they put two and two together?”
“Longer than we’ll be here. Soldiers aren’t investigators. They’ll scour the area but won’t look into my family until they’ve exhausted their search.”
“Won’t that put your cousin in danger?”
She shrugs. “Maybe, but even if he was, he’d do it anyway. He’ll do anything to take the Uprising down.”
I nod. “Let’s go, then.”
Stevie leads the way down the narrow cobblestone alley to a tall blue door. She presses her finger to the pad beside it and it clicks open.
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DAMN THE RISKS

Evan
M y fingers trace the worn grooves of the wooden kitchen table while Stevie’s cousin makes a pot of coffee. Paolo is a stark contrast to his cousin. Where she is all pale and sleek, he is dark and disheveled.
Paolo sets five mismatched mugs on the table and sits across from me, leaning the tall ladderback chair onto its back legs. “How much trouble are you in?” he asks Stevie.
She licks her lips and drops her hands to her lap. “They know I helped break Tony out.”
“Cuz…” He turns his attention to the rest of us. “What do you need from me?”
“A computer if you’ve got one,” Tony says.
“I do.” He inclines his head toward the door. “Come on.”
Tony hobbles after him and I turn my attention to Stevie, studying her for the first time since we arrived here. The tough armor she wore earlier has been removed and she appears small and vulnerable now.
I place my hand on hers. “We’ll figure something out.”
She lifts her head, her pale blue eyes colored in defiance. “I’d do it again a hundred times. Damn the risks.”
“I know, but that doesn’t mean you need to risk your life further. Come with us.”
She bites her bottom lip. “I might not have a choice.”
“Let’s go see what Tony’s up to,” Colin says, swallowing the last of his coffee and shoving his mug away.
The heavy bass of the night club still pounds away below us, sending vibrations up my legs as Stevie leads us to a room off the living area. Tony sits in front of a large mounted display, his fingers flying across the illuminated embedded input device.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Finishing what we started. I was worried someone might discover us, so I planted a device Jack gave me under one of the tables. It allows us to piggyback on their network without detection.”
“Cool,” Colin says. “What if they find it?”
“It’s flat and small. Unless they’re specifically looking for it, they probably won’t. But…” He stabs a finger toward the display. “If they do, we may not need it any longer.”
I squint at the display, trying to make sense of a grid of data. “What’s that?”
He spins in the chair to face us. “Colin’s search string got me thinking. The only place to get a large quantity of anything these days is Mexico. And the only way to efficiently transport large shipments from south of the border is by cargo ship.”
I shrug, not sure what he’s getting at.
“Either they’re bringing in smaller quantities on a more frequent basis, or it’s coming from the docks.”
“Oh. Okay, but how does that help us.”
Tony spins back and points at the screen again. I step closer, but it looks like code rather than anything useful.
“These are manifests from cargo ships off the Southeastern Province.”
I lean forward, squinting at the numbers. “Okay.”
Tony sighs. “So…the size and quantity of the boxes per crate means this is probably what we’re looking for. I’ve done some calculations on the weight, and it adds up to what I know about the caliber they use.”
My heart skips a beat as it finally sinks in.
Colin bounces on his feet. “What’s next?”
Tony takes in a deep breath. “Now we figure out how to get our hands on as much of it as we can carry back.”
   
I grab the edge of the ski mask and pull it down to cover my face. Colin suggested going old school for this mission, making us watch a half dozen vintage Hollywood heist movies, which I reminded him were totally made up. But even Tony admitted we might have gotten a few good ideas from them.
We’ve been staying with Stevie’s cousin the past week and so far, no one has come by looking for us. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad at this point. I exit the back room I’ve been sharing with Stevie and join the others in the living area. After double-checking my gun, I hand it to Stevie. “Here.”
Behind her own mask, her large blue eyes zero in on the gun in my hand, but she doesn’t flinch as she takes it.
I palm my knife, my thumb resting on the button as I line up behind Tony and Colin at the door. Paolo cracks it and presses his eye to the opening before pulling it open. The bar closed hours ago, and everyone who was on clean-up is long gone. Still, Paolo’s shoulders are tense as he pushes his head out. With stiff movements, he slides out and motions for us to follow.
Dressed all in black, we become shadows slipping through a darkness so complete, the only light comes from a sliver of moon and the stars above. The stillness smothers us without even a breeze to bring relief as we turn the corner. One by one we ease down the alley to the stairs where we descend four flights on silent feet, except for Tony who does his best to hide the clomping his boot makes as it strikes the metal steps.
Paolo leads us deeper into the corridors toward the warehouses. My senses are at attention, seeking anything that could indicate danger, but I only detect stale air, water dripping from overhead pipes, and Stevie’s shallow breaths behind me. As we approach our target, Paolo ducks around a corner and waits for us to join him. Tony leans back against the wall, and using hand signals, indicates for me and Paolo to go left and Stevie and Colin to go right, while he stays put to watch our backs.
With my nerves ratcheting up even further, I step into the corridor and dash to the warehouse, Paolo following close. Back-to-back, we move as one, the way we practiced all day yesterday. With the signal jammer Jack provided, any nearby cameras will only show static, but I don’t see any surveillance on the building at all. Which is odd if you’re storing a ton of ammo. Even if no one but you knows it’s here.
We loop around without seeing another soul and return to Tony.
“Clear,” Paolo whispers.
Colin and Stevie return a few moments later. “Nobody around,” Colin says.
“That’s odd, right?” I ask.
Tony rubs his chin through his mask and narrows his eyes. “Let’s all just be extra alert.”
I’m not sure I have any extra alert left. Tony leads the way around to the left, retracing Colin’s and Stevie’s steps, arriving at a large roll-up door. He pulls a pair of steel cutters from his bag, another gift from Jack. The sharp blades cut through the lock like scissors clipping a string, making about as much noise. After stowing the cutters, he presses an ear to the door.
My fingers grip my knife a little tighter, and I flick the blade open. Lying on my stomach, I train my eyes beneath the door as Tony, Colin, and Paolo lift it a few inches. The inside is darker than outside, and I strain to see, but I can’t make out anything. Stevie hands me her pen light, and I click it on. We’re risking a lot, but we’d be risking more going in blind.
I illuminate a small patch in front of me, revealing an empty slab of concrete. No sound comes from the other side, so if anyone is in there, they haven’t noticed us yet. I chance going deeper into the warehouse with the beam of light, but still find nothing. The farther back I go, the more empty floor I discover. Closing my eyes, I rest my forehead on the pavement.
“What’s up?” Colin whispers.
Pushing up, I wipe my hands on my pants. “There’s nothing here.”
Tony lets out a grunt and shoves the rolling door up with full force, exposing a large black square. He steps inside, gun trained ahead, and sweeps a more powerful flashlight across the large, completely empty space.
   
Tony downs his whiskey in one gulp and sets his glass on the table in front of him before pushing it around in small circles with his fingers. Paolo leans against the counter, eyes downcast. Seriously? They both look like they’re ready to give up after one setback. Sure, a pretty serious setback, but it’s not the first one and it won’t be the last.
“What do we do next?” Stevie asks.
A small sigh of relief that I wasn’t the first one to voice this escapes my lips. “We go to plan B.”
Colin’s eyebrows shoot up. “We have a plan B?”
“We’ll come up with something. We always do.”
Tony shakes his head and drops his gaze back to his empty glass. “The others are in Mexico. They’ll come back with ammo.”
“And we’ll come back with some, too, giving us twice as much.”
“I say we cut bait and return to camp.” Tony drops his head back, staring at the ceiling.
“No. We came here to get that ammo and we’re not leaving without it.” I slump in my chair and gnaw on my thumbnail as I turn all the information over in my head. “Tony?”
He leans forward, his dark, defeated gaze meeting mine.
“The information you found, it showed stuff going to that warehouse, right?”
He grunts a response that could mean anything, but I take it as confirmation.
“What were the dates?”
He shoves his chair back and returns to Paolo’s office. By the time the rest of us join him, he has the information from the other day on-screen, his thumb and forefinger framing his chin.
Stevie leans in, her once manicured nail, now short with chipped polish, trailing down the screen. Life in hiding has transformed her from sleek and polished to rough and badass. She stops and taps the screen twice. “Here. This was the last delivery at the warehouse, four days ago. Maybe the location is wrong.”
“No,” Tony says. “But…”
“But?” she asks.
He glances up, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But perhaps it’s not used for long-term storage. What good is ammo just sitting in a warehouse? They bring it up from the ships only long enough to distribute it locally, which shouldn’t take long.”
My heart kicks up a notch. “So…you think we just missed them?”
He nods. “I do.”
“Should we wait for the next shipment?” Colin asks.
“No.” I shake my head. “That’ll take too long.”
“Then what’s your brilliant plan?”
I turn back to Tony. “Where’s the most likely place it would be distributed?”
He grins again. “I like what you’re thinking.”
“What’s she thinking?” Paolo asks from where he’s been silently watching us from beside the desk.
Tony pivots toward him. “When the Uprising moved in, they established outposts up here. They marked off grids and set up a headquarters in each grid which is responsible for the security of every level below within the quadrant.”
Paolo’s mouth drops open. “You’re planning to steal ammo from soldiers? That’s insane.”
Tony rubs his jaw. “Probably. But if we can convince them we’re part of their organization, we may just be able to pull it off.”
   
“I don’t like this,” Paolo mumbles for the thirtieth time in just the past few hours. He runs downstairs to check on his bar but will probably be back in a few minutes to remind us again that he’s not a fan of our plan.
From the display over the desk in Paolo’s office, Colin’s face stares straight ahead, his dark hair cut short by Stevie, fully resembling an Uprising soldier. Tony swipes and taps, swapping out the picture with another soldier stationed in the Southern Province with the same general physical description. Soon, Colin becomes Brock Wilson, a recent recruit from the Ruins, newly stationed in the Union.
“This is a really dumb ass idea,” Paolo says as he enters the room.
Colin runs a hand across his newly buzzed head. “You don’t have to join us.”
“That’s not what I’m worried about.”
“Then what are you worried about?”
Paolo thrusts his hand toward the screen. “I’m worried about this shit going bad and all of us ending up dead.”
“Like I said, you don’t have to join us.”
Paolo’s eyes narrow at Colin. “You don’t get it. I don’t want any of you killed. It isn’t just about me. There has to be a better way.”
“You’re welcome to come up with something.”
Paolo throws out his hands. “You don’t know what they’re like. I’ve been living with them for months.”
“We do,” I say. “Colin and I were with them last year.”
Paolo’s shoulders tense and his lips part.
“We joined up in the Ruins to find out what they were up to so we could stop them,” Colin quickly adds.
Stevie enters the office with four bottles of water, handing one to each of us. “You’d better start at the beginning.”
While Tony gets to work doctoring the record of one Madison Wilhoit with Stevie’s image, Colin and I fill Paolo in on our stint with the Uprising, covering our training and what we learned about their plans, up to and including our escape from camp.
Paolo listens with interest as we give him the high-level summary of how we attempted to take down the Uprising by blowing up their camps, and how they infiltrated the Union anyway.
When we’re finished, Tony has my photo in Lena Marino’s record. She has dark curly hair, but hazel eyes. Good thing I recently dyed my hair again. This just leaves Paolo. Tony can’t join us because of his injury. There’s no way to hide it and any soldier with that kind of injury wouldn’t be transferred to a security position. He glances up at Paolo, an unwritten question coloring his features.
Paolo gives a brief nod and stands in front of the gray backdrop so Tony can take his picture. Once the photo is inserted into the record, Paolo disappears downstairs to his establishment, where he spends the rest of the evening.
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DANGEROUS AND PROBABLY STUPID

Evan
Tony stands in front of the fireplace, arms crossed over his chest like Professor Waxman from school as we near midnight. “We won’t have much time.”
“I don’t like this,” Paolo says, reverting to his favorite phrase.
Stevie pins him with a glare. “No one likes this. It’s dangerous and probably stupid, but we’re all volunteers. Feel free to un-volunteer.”
His dark eyes return the scowl. “Like Uncle Brett and Aunt Jenice would ever forgive me if I let you do this without me.”
She rolls her eyes and lets out a huff. “Are you more afraid of my parents or the Uprising?”
A corner of his mouth tips up. “Definitely your parents.”
“Are we done?” Tony asks, his gaze bouncing between the cousins.
Letting out a long, slow breath, Paolo nods. “I didn’t say I wasn’t going, just that I don’t like it.”
“Noted. Again.” Tony yanks open the front door. “It’s time to go.” He waits until we’re all assembled on the front porch before joining us, pulling the door shut behind him. Hoisting my backpack onto my shoulder, I bring up the rear while Tony takes point. We cover the short distance to the restaurant where members of the Uprising are known to have a late dinner at a once trendy taco bar that now serves more soldiers than Unionites.
I wish this wasn’t so public, but our choices for finding four soldiers alone together are limited, and the proximity to Paolo’s place made it our best option. In an alley across the main sidewalk, I squat behind a potted plant to survey groups of soldiers until I spot one with two men and two women. Both girls are taller than me, but a good match for Stevie. We may not find a better group no matter how long we wait.
The soldiers are visible through the window as they order and wait for their food before exiting and heading back the way they came.
“Let’s go.” I grip my knife and ease behind the buildings to the neighboring alley, which offers a better view as they laugh and talk, oblivious to their surroundings. No reason they should be concerned since the Union they invaded is filled with unarmed citizens.
Tony gives us a brief nod before hobbling through the opening toward the group, slurring and stumbling down the alley. The soldiers stop and pivot in his direction. Without any apparent concern for their safety, they move toward Tony, who slumps to the ground and cradles his head. The group stops, hovering over him.
“Hey, mister. You okay?” One of the female soldiers asks.
Tony groans, and as the four of them remain focused on him, the rest of us rush from the shadows and surround them before they realize what’s happening. Colin places the barrel of his gun against one of the guy’s heads while Stevie does the same with the other.
Paolo grabs one of the women by the arm and lifts her to her feet, gun pointed at her temple. “Keep quiet.”
I press my knife blade to the neck of the other woman. “Stand.” She glares, but gets to her feet, rising to her full height. She’s a good six inches taller than me, requiring me to adjust the angle of my weapon.
Paolo gathers their dropped weapons and hands them to me. After a quick glance around to ensure we’re alone, I lead the way through dark shadows to a storage room below Paolo’s bar.
Paolo shuts the heavy door, sealing us in a thick-walled room.
“What’s this?” one of the guys asks.
“A storage room for aged alcohol,” Paolo says. “It’s a cool, dry environment, and soundproof, so scream all you want.” He waves his gun at them like it’s some sort of pointing device. “Undress.”
The taller women opens her mouth, probably to object, but Paolo steps forward towering over her. A bead of sweat trailing down the side of her face is the only indication she’s anything but confident.
While the others supervise the disrobing, I unzip my backpack and pull out restraints and rags. The soldiers have all undressed and tossed their clothes into a pile by the time I’ve located everything. I hand a set to Stevie and Tony, and within minutes, the three of us have them gagged with their arms secured behind their backs and ankles laced together.
Stevie wipes her hands on her pants then stands and turns to face me. “Guess it’s time to change.”
Turning our backs to the guys, Stevie and I quickly put on the discarded fatigues while the guys guard our prisoners, then we switch roles. Tony hands out our doctored credentials, and when there’s nothing left to do, Paolo moves toward the door.
“There’s a time release. When it clicks, you’ll be able to leave. Until then, you’ll be my guests here.” One of the women narrows her eyes and yells something behind her gag. “If you’re still tied up by the time my crew comes in tomorrow morning, they’ll let you out. Probably.”
With that, he leads the way out, securing the door behind us before leading the way up the stairs.
   
The cool air is heavy with dew, and I wipe my hands on my borrowed fatigues. Once we’re a few blocks from headquarters, I lift my head higher and straighten my back like a good solider. A few establishments are still open, and soldiers and Unionites sit apart, keeping a wary eye on each other, like pubescent teens in a school cafeteria. One block out, we stop to regroup.
“You’ll know in the first thirty seconds if this plan isn’t working,” Tony says. “Don’t go inside until you’re sure.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Colin says, stuffing his gun in his waistband. He lifts his head, his gaze connecting with Tony’s. “Sorry. I know it never hurts to repeat it. Just ready to get this over with.” Considering all the stuff we’ve done over the past couple of years, I thought Colin was immune to nerves by now.
Tony inclines his head. “I’ll wait in the park over there, but if anything is off, we meet at the rendezvous spot.”
“Understood.” I reach up and give him a quick hug. His shoulders stiffen, and when I pull back, he’s scowling, like hugging is off limits before a mission. I roll my eyes. “Be back soon.”
Walking shoulder-to-shoulder, we march to the apartment that’s been commandeered by the Uprising as a base of operations for this quadrant. When we reach the path to the front door, we form a single line, Colin in front. He reaches out to knock, but the door opens before his fist connects with it.
A young freckled soldier stands on the other side, face flushed. Her eyes widen when she spots us, then glances over her shoulder. “Looks like the squad transfer is here.” She yanks her Uprising-issue ballcap farther down and steps out onto the porch. With one quick glance at us, she turns and heads up the path to the sidewalk. Colin nudges me, drawing my attention away from the girl to the man standing in the doorway in a rumpled olive-green T-shirt. His forearm rests on the doorframe as he looks us over.
“You’re late.”
Colin clears his throat. “We stopped for dinner.”
He turns, allowing us entry. “Rooms are upstairs to the right. Not sure why they sent you here, we don’t have any extra beds. Two of you’ll have to sleep on the floor for now.”
“No problem,” Colin says, heading for the steps.
“Can I see your credentials?” the guy says.
“Right.” Colin reaches into his pocket to pull out his fake identification.
The guy, who must be the commander, studies the photo, glances at Colin, then hands it back to him. He does the same with the rest of us before jerking his chin at the stairs. “Be ready to go at five. I don’t know what your last post was like, but we don’t do late here. Let this be your only warning.”
I resist rolling my eyes and say, “Yes, sir,” then turn and follow Colin up.
At the top, he goes right and knocks on the first door. A deep muffled voice on the other side mumbles something unintelligible, and Colin opens the door a crack to peer inside.
I lift an eyebrow in silent question.
“Four beds, four bodies.”
He continues down the hall trying the doors on both sides of the hall, all filled with sleeping soldiers. At the end, he turns to face us. “Supplies must be at the other end,” he whispers.
“Probably next to the commander’s quarters,” I say. Because why would any of this be easy?
“We can’t just stand here talking,” Stevie whispers. “This is suspicious as hell. Even I know that, and I’ve never pretended to be one of them before.”
Colin pulls his cap off and glances at the stairs, then back down the hall. “Everyone up here is asleep, but we don’t know how many are downstairs.”
“I’ve got this,” Stevie says, turning back toward the stairs.
Paolo grabs her arm and pulls her around to face him. “What are you doing?”
“Saving our asses.” A corner of her mouth lifts. “The girl who was leaving as we got here? She and the commander were fraternizing. I’m just hoping he’s not a one-woman kinda guy.” With that she bounces down the stairs like she doesn’t have a care in the world.
“Shit,” I say, turning to Colin. “This could be really bad.”
“Then let’s not waste time.” He walks past the stairs where a bedroom door is ajar, a soft light illuminating the space. Beside the bedroom is another door. Colin grabs the knob and twists, but nothing happens.
“Locked,” he mouths.
Paolo shifts behind me, sighing repeatedly. I turn to glare at him, assuming he’s a bundle of nerves, but instead, he’s staring at the lock with intensity. After releasing another breath, he squats and closes one eye, studying it more.
“What?” I whisper.
“This looks like the same lock I have at the bar where I store the good stuff. It’s not foolproof, though. One of my bartenders figured out how to bypass it.”
My heartrate kicks up a notch. “Really?”
“Yeah. Anyone have a tablet on them?”
Colin reaches into his pocket and pulls out his worn device, handing it to Paolo.
Paolo opens the list of apps, then glances at Colin. “Got the Unionscape app on here?”
Laughter from below draws my attention and I move closer to the stairs to make sure no one is coming. The low murmur of a male voice followed by Stevie’s muted response comes from somewhere out of sight. I return my focus to Paolo staring intently at the screen, Colin gesturing and whispering about something. A door opens below, and I duck around the corner.
Stevie calls out in a tone I’ve never heard her use before, “I’ll be right back.” She makes a ridiculous amount of noise as she approaches the stairs. When she reaches the top, she whispers, “How much longer?”
“Few more minutes,” Paolo says, never lifting his eyes from the screen.
“This guy is all hands. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep this up.”
Paolo finally tears his attention from the device and stares at his cousin. “No one asked you to do this.”
“You have a better idea?” she whispers.
He shakes his head and refocuses on the screen.
“I need to get back down there before he comes looking for me.” She glances at Paolo one last time before heading downstairs.
One side of the tablet screen has the Union’s interactive app that lets you control most appliances and devices in your home from anywhere in the Union. But next to the familiar interface is a smaller screen filled with code.
“What are you doing?” I whisper.
“One of my employees showed me how to hack the app to access whatever building you’re in. I was out of town and a customer ordered two-hundred-year-old scotch, which was in the room where our Uprising friends are currently stewing. When he couldn’t reach me, he used the app to get in.” He taps a few more times. “Got it,” he says before easing the door silently open.
Colin and I exchange a glance to make sure we’re both on the same page. I nod that I’ll watch their backs while they go in and get the ammo. They gather our backpacks filled with our clothes, which will find a permanent home in the closet, and disappear inside.
I press my back against the wall so I can see both sides of the hall as well as the staircase and keep an ear on the activity below.
Stevie lets out a squeal followed by a flirtatious laugh. I’m not sure how far she’s willing to go for the cause, but I don’t want her to have to.
A grunt comes from behind the first door on the left followed by footsteps heading toward it. My heart beats in my throat and my gaze goes to the open closet. Without pausing to think, I race across the hall and close the door, turning in time to find a soldier stumbling into the hallway. He glances at me, mumbles something, then his eyes widen.
“Hi,” I say and move toward him. “I’m Lena. Just transferred.”
He blinks a couple of times. “What time’s it?”
“After two.”
He glances both ways before jerking his chin down the hall past the room he just exited. “Women are down there. Last door on the right.”
“Great, thanks.”
He runs a hand through short sandy-colored hair. “Kay, well, I gotta take a piss. See you in a few hours.” He shuffles into the bathroom and closes the door behind him.
Crap. I can’t still be standing here when he comes out, but if I go into the women’s sleeping quarters, I might wake someone else. We already have too many conscious people in this apartment. The knob on the storage room jiggles followed by soft swearing from behind the door.
The toilet flushes and I’m out of options. Rushing to the storage door, I give the secret knock we used at our temporary Resistance headquarters in the Union, hoping Colin remembers it, then I duck into the stairwell and crouch. The door to the bathroom opens and I pull back against the wall, holding my breath.
Downstairs, Stevie’s fake laugh gets louder, and the footsteps that were heading to the bedroom pause.
Shit. I inch down another step just as a slap of skin against skin ricochets off the wall followed by the deep rumbling of annoyed laughter.
Above, heavy footfalls move toward the stairs.
I bolt down the remaining steps and pull back into the corner behind the front door, a sliver of light from the living room kissing my toes. The footsteps pause at the bottom of the staircase before moving toward the voices in the other room. I can just make out the top of his head as he moves away from the stairs.
Before I have a chance to figure out my next move, a deep voice echoes through the first floor. “What the hell, Carson? Get the fuck out of here.”
Carson stammers before grumbling a series of colorful words as he hikes back up the stairs. When the bedroom door slams behind him, I count to sixty before venturing out from the corner. With slow, quiet steps, I creep upstairs and repeat the knock on the storage closet door. After the longest minute ever, the lock clicks and Colin pokes his head out.
“Hurry,” I urge.
He hands me a backpack that weighs more than ten times what it did when I gave it to him. I slip my arms into it, the straps digging into my shoulders, then Colin hands me a second one. Once Paolo relocks the door, he and Colin shrug into their backpacks.
“Now what?” Paolo whispers.
“We get Stevie and get the hell out of here,” I say.
“How?”
I don’t have any great ideas. After what happened with that Carson dude, we can’t just barrel in there and grab her. Instead, we need to draw the commander out. “We go outside, ring the doorbell and run. When he answers the door, hopefully Stevie will go out the back.”
“Will she know that’s the plan?” Colin asks.
“She’ll know no one should be at the door this time of the night. With any luck, when he returns and she’s gone, he’ll assume she had a change of heart and snuck upstairs.”
Paolo narrows his dark gaze at me. “I hope this works. Otherwise it’s about to get ugly. I’m not leaving my cousin here.”
“No one is getting left behind.”
Colin adjusts his backpack, and heads for the stairs. “You guys can argue later. Let’s go while we still can.”
We ease down the steps and out the front door, closing it soundlessly behind us. Once outside, we sprint away from the apartment, my overloaded backpack slamming against my back.
Tony materializes from the shadows when we reach the park, his gaze bouncing between the three of us. “Where’s Stevie?”
Paolo slips off his backpack and hands it to Tony. “I’m off to get her now.”
Tony takes the bag by the shoulder strap, which stretches his arm toward the ground with the full weight of its contents. He glances at me.
I nod. “Yeah. We got a lot.”
“Not ammo, though,” Colin says.
I turn to stare at him. “What do you mean, not ammo? That’s what we came for.”
“Pipe down, hothead. It’s better.”
Squatting, I unzip the bag on the ground and peer inside, my mouth dropping open. “Is this what I think it is?”
Colin grins. “Yup. Enough C-4 to blow those oil rigs to the moon and back.”
I quickly rezip it and hand it back to Tony just as Paolo arrives at the apartment. He raises a massive fist to pound on the door several times before bolting into the alley behind the apartments at the end of the block.
“Someone want to tell me what’s going on?” Tony asks.
Colin’s eyes are glued to the front door across from us. “In a sec.”
Just about the time I’m sure no one’s going to answer, the door flies open and the commander pokes his head out before stepping onto the front porch. Barefoot, he walks up the path toward the sidewalk and looks both ways. He shakes his head and blows out a breath before going back inside.
Colin slings Stevie’s backpack over his shoulder. “Let’s go.”
Tony struggles into his backpack. “Damn, this thing is heavy.”
I grab both straps of the remaining bag and lug it, following Colin in the direction Paolo went, keeping to the shadows of the park. When we reach the end of the block, Paolo and Stevie are waiting for us. Quickly redistributing our load, we fall in line and start our journey back to camp.



19





FAMILIAR

Cyrus
Every thought is focused on keeping my legs steady as I lift the ax to take another swing. The blade connects with wood, splinters scattering like sparks from a fire. I wipe my arm across my forehead and square myself before lifting the ax again. Breathing in and out, I lock my knees and arc down with the strength of my upper body, my legs screaming in protest.
“Where do you want this?” Alexander asks, pulling a cart with additional felled logs. He arrived with Zak and Ilona when Colin and Ally returned from the Northern Territories a few weeks back. The three of them were with us when we blew up the camps and have eased into life down here.
I point to a spot on my left where only a few twigs remain. “There’s good.”
“This is the last of it. Is that enough?” He raises his sandy eyebrows.
“For today.”
He tips the cart and dumps the firewood onto the ground. “I need to get cleaned up before mess duty starts.”
“Okay. Leave the cart.”
Glancing between me and the cart, he opens his mouth to say something, but in the end, just gives me a brief smile and saunters off, his short hair glistening in the morning sun. Dropping the ax to the ground, I reach over to the stump beside me and grab my canteen, downing half of it before wiping my mouth. With small shuffles, I make my way to the cart and drag it closer, the effort taking more out of me than chopping wood.
A deep groan rises from my chest as I lower myself to the cart to sit. My quads burn before seizing, forcing me to stretch out my legs before they lock up completely. The pain is still enough to make my back teeth clench together.
After catching my breath, I struggle back up and shuffle-step back into position. The pile of wood needing to be split is nearly depleted when an audible gasp comes from behind me, followed by footsteps pounding the earth. I pivot in time to see Ev, eyes glistening and a single tear cresting her cheek before her arms are around me, her face buried in my sweaty chest. I drop the ax and wrap her up in my arms. As much as I want to lift her off the ground, it’s all I can do to keep from falling over. Deep sobs wrack her body as her fingers claw into my back, her body pressing closer to mine.
I lower my face to her now dark brown hair and inhale that sweet scent that’s all her, mixed with sweat and dust from days of being on the road. The physical reaction that follows is something I haven’t felt since before I was shot. I’m almost too surprised by my body to realize she’s saying something to me. Clearing my throat, I ask, “What?”
“H-how long?”
I chuckle and unwrap my arms, the last thing I want to do, and slide back to the cart to take a seat, patting the spot beside me. She sits and I reach over to pick up her hand, lacing our fingers together. “Hey.”
She lets out a tear-strangled laugh. “Hey.” After wiping her eyes with her free hand, she takes a deep breath and studies me. “How long have you…” She waves her hand toward my legs. “Been doing that?”
Laughter escapes at her reaction. “Standing?”
She shoves her shoulder into mine. “You know what I mean.”
I drop her hand so it can snake my arm around her waist and tug her closer. “Since a week after you left. I’ve been working at it, forcing myself to stand for longer periods every day. Now I can stand about a half hour before needing to rest.”
Lifting her hands to cup my face, she brings my mouth down to hers, soft full lips meeting my rougher, wind-chapped ones with a sweet tenderness that has been missing in our most recent interactions. An involuntary groan escapes as I lean in, pressing her back until she’s beneath me. My hand runs up her leg and over her hip, coming to rest on her waist as my mouth rediscovers familiar territory and my body rediscovers familiar sensations.
She pulls back and opens hooded eyes, the ghost of a smirk on her kiss-swollen lips. “And that? How long—”
I grin. “That’s new.”
With a devious smile, she wraps her arms around my neck, and pulls me back so my body covers hers. This kiss is more frantic, and my fingers slip beneath her shirt, sliding up smooth skin until she gasps. I smile against her lips before my mouth trails south, kissing a path down her neck.
She lets out a small moan before suddenly pushing me off and scooting back. Soft pants escape her lips as she yanks her top down, covering what had been a beautifully bare midriff. “Cyrus…not here.”
While I have no intention of getting her naked out here on a dirty cart, the fact that she thinks I’d be game amuses the hell out of me. “Why not? It’s been a long time, Ev. Way too long. I’m ready to go.” I bend my head and kiss her like I’m a man starving. She trembles but makes no effort to stop me.
“Oh my god! My eyes!”
Ev slides out from under me so fast, her head slams into the cart handle. She reaches up to rub the spot, her cheeks a dark crimson as she stares wide-eyed at Ally.
“Seriously, you two, you have a tent.”
“What do you want, Ally?” I growl, turning to face her.
She rolls her eyes. “Colin said to get your asses over to the lake for a debrief.”
“Did you say, ‘ass’?” Ev asks.
Ally rolls her eyes again. “Five minutes.” With that she turns and starts back toward the center of camp before pausing and pivoting back. “Good to see you, Evan. He’s been a total butt without you here.”
Ev lets out a laugh. “That’s more like it. And thanks, it’s good to be back.”
Ally disappears from sight and I turn back to Ev. “We’ll finish this later.” Her cheeks darken further. “But now, I need to stand up and it won’t be pretty. You can stay and watch if you want, but you can’t help.”
She nods, her eyes wider than normal. She stands and brushes off the seat of her jeans then busies herself stacking the wood on the cart.
While she pretends to be preoccupied, I close my eyes and rest my hands on my knees, taking a few deep breaths to prepare myself. Sweat beads on my forehead before I attempt to stand. I shift my hands to the cart, and using my arms to support me, let out a loud, deep grunt as I force myself up. My legs wobble and I stumble forward. Ev drops an armload of firewood and rushes toward me, her hand outstretched.
“No.”
She chews on her bottom lip as she watches me take a few steps but doesn’t say anything and makes no additional attempts to help. Although she doesn’t voice her concerns, the nervous shuffling of her feet gives her away as I struggle to the tree where I left the two canes Marcus made for me. Leaning my back against the trunk, I close my eyes and wait for the pain to subside. Then I grab a cane in each hand and move with a little more grace toward a visibly shaken Ev.
Her eyes do a quick scan, her brain assessing, and the bands of stress start to visibly release. First with the set of her jaw, then her teeth release her bottom lip, followed by a subtle lowering of her overly taught shoulders. She inclines her head toward the path. “Shall we?”
I let her lead the way to the spot by the lake where the others are already gathered. Most of them are used to watching me hobble around camp, but the widening of Colin’s eyes reminds me of the shape I was in when they left three weeks ago. I’m still frustrated by the slow rate of my recovery, but considering I thought I might never walk again, I’m trying to take Sonia’s words to heart—I’m moving forward overall, and that’s a good sign.
After an agonizing minute of getting myself seated, Mateo clears his throat. “Let’s debrief.”
For the next hour, Mateo and Rainey recount their trip south where they managed to get ammo from a group of smugglers who will now smuggle for us, meeting us at a predetermined location with regular deliveries as long as the money keeps flowing. Then Colin and Ev bring us up to speed on their mission to the Union.
“We came up empty on ammo,” Ev says.
“But we got something even better.” Colin lifts both of his eyebrows. “C-4.”
Everyone erupts at once and it takes a good few minutes to calm them down. “That’s an unexpected bonus,” Mateo says.
“But disturbing as hell that it’s being stockpiled in the Union,” Rainey says.
“Yeah,” I grunt. “We need to figure out what they’re planning on doing with it.”
“Nothing good for us,” Mateo mumbles.
My hand wraps around Ev’s waist and I pull her closer. Normally public displays of affection are frowned upon at these meetings, but I can’t keep my hands off her.
Rainey leans forward, her gaze intent on Evan. “We have another problem we need to address in the name of yet two more people joining our ranks we don’t know anything about.”
Ev tenses. “Tony can vouch for Stevie and Stevie can vouch for her cousin.”
“All this vouching doesn’t mean shit. Everyone in camp has been vouched for by someone, and yet somebody is still working against us.”
Jack puts his hand up. “Fair enough, but were they supposed to leave them behind to be killed by the Uprising?”
“They could have gone underground. In case you forgot, this is war.” Rainey leans back, resting her shoulders against the trunk of a large tree.
Ev shakes her head. “Stevie and her cousin risked their lives for us. I wasn’t about to leave them to fend for themselves after that.”
“They’re here now. What’s done is done.” Mateo directs his attention to me. “We have something more important to discuss.”
Nodding, I begin. “We’ve got a good idea where to start looking for others who might be sympathetic to our cause. With Draya’s help, I pinpointed a number of locations in the Ruins with clustered attacks on the Uprising.” I turn to Ev. “We discussed it before you got back, and we think we can put together small, strategic teams to investigate.”
“Since we’re not sure who we can trust,” Jack says, “we narrowed it to a small group that includes the six of us, plus Marcus, Bryce, Tony, and Eddie.”
“I don’t think we can include Cyrus in the mix.” Rainey glances at me. “Sorry. Not if we’re planning on doing this now instead of in a month or two.”
My jaw ticks as I grind my back teeth together. She’s right, but I don’t need her announcing it to everyone. Suddenly I don’t feel much like trying to walk back to camp. Using the device Jack and Bryce rigged up for me, I remotely call Asshole. When the hoverchair arrives, I get myself into it without looking at anyone, spin, and cruise to the mess area for an early dinner.
   
Lying on my back, fingers laced behind my head, I track the shadows across the tent as the moon begins its ascent. Ev sleeps quietly beside me, her chest rising and falling with each deep breath. When she finally showed up, I pulled a dick move and pretended to be asleep, but now I need to talk to her.
I listen to any changes in her breathing to indicate she might be waking. She spent the past couple of days hiking, so she’s probably out for the night. Frustration gives way to defeat as I realize there’s no one to blame but myself. Shit, after missing her for weeks, she’s beside me, my body might actually be cooperating, and I decided to avoid her rather than own up to how fucking useless I am.
A little snore escapes her lips. Yeah, she’s out solid. With a sigh, I roll to my side and close my eyes, hoping sleep comes for me, too. Dreams start to invade my quieting mind when a high-pitched wail a few tents over jolts me awake.
Beside me, Ev pops up, her eyes wild. “What’s that?”
“Bryce’s kid. He does this every night.”
“Right,” she mumbles collapsing back onto her sleeping bag. The wailing subsides before too long. Dude’s got no shortage of help caring for that baby between moms taking pity on him and a group of girls who think single dads are sexy. Whatever, as long as I don’t have to do it.
Ev rolls closer, pressing her warm soft body against my back. Oh yeah, this afternoon was definitely not a fluke. “Ev…”
“Mmm?”
“I’m sorry.” I turn to face her.
One eye opens, then the other before she props her head up on her hand. “For storming away from our meeting in a snit?”
“Among other things.”
She studies me for a few beats. “I get it, you know. When I was recovering, everyone was going off on missions and I was stuck with Colin as my babysitter. It’s okay to admit you’re frustrated.”
I blow out a long slow breath. “That’s part of it, but…I don’t even know if I’m gonna get any better.”
“You’re so much further along than I expected. The medical science is strong but being out here…it’s going to take longer.”
“Yeah.” I pause. “And once again, you’re heading off without me. I fucking hate that.”
The corner of her mouth tips up. “When did us doing dangerous stuff together ever end well?”
“What?”
“We were together when I was shot. We were together when you were shot. Maybe we’re better off doing this kind of stuff apart.”
“You really believe that?”
She sighs. “No, but us being together isn’t a guarantee either.”
I lie back and scrub my hands over my face. Lying on the ground, bleeding, and unable to do a damn thing to save her—I don’t remember much about that night, but I know we were still in danger, and I failed to protect her. Once again.
“There’s something else we need to talk about, though.”
My hands fall away, and I glance up at her.
“Draya.”
My mouth opens to respond, but I stop, not wanting to get into the same tired argument. She doesn’t trust Draya, and I do. We can go around on this issue for hours and get nowhere. “You trust me, right?”
“Completely.”
“I trust Draya. To a point.”
“You’re too close to her to be objective.”
“And you’re too close to Bryce to be objective, but I’ve come around on him.”
She lifts an eyebrow. “Oh really? I still hear you calling him names under your breath.”
“Yeah, but it used to be all the time. Now it’s just sometimes. Anyway, even if Draya’s information isn’t perfect, do you really think I’d let you walk into a trap?”
“No.” She shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore tonight.”
I nod, knowing she’s gotta still be exhausted, but instead of closing her eyes, she leans in closer to me, her breath soft and sweet as her mouth hovers near mine. When our lips meet it’s a sultry dance of desire, forgiveness, and undying love.
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A HEATED DEBATE

Evan
C yrus has made so much progress over the past couple of weeks that he only uses one cane to move about now. That frees his other hand to hold mine, which he happens to be doing as he escorts me to the outskirts of camp to meet Bryce for our mission. We walk in silence, having said everything we needed to last night.
At the edge of camp, Bryce and Rainey are in a heated debate. Rainey’s arms are crossed over her chest, and even from this distance, her glare is evident. She takes a step toward him and repeatedly jabs her index finger into Bryce’s chest. He takes several steps back to escape the finger stabbing before throwing his hands up in a gesture of surrender.
“Wonder what that’s about?” Cyrus asks.
“No clue. But I’ve got nothing better to do over the next few days than grill him about it.”
Ally approaches with a bundled-up Vaughn. She glances beyond us, taking in the Bryce and Rainey show before pausing. “I don’t understand why you need to take him. Why can’t he stay here?”
“Because Miranda’s parents will want to meet him,” I say.
“Maybe taking care of their grandchild for a few weeks will lessen the blow of losing a daughter,” Cyrus says.
“Maybe,” Ally murmurs, lowering her lips to the little bald head. “You are bringing him back, right?”
I hide a smile. “That’s the plan.”
Rainey storms off and Ally squares her shoulders. “Okay, well, better do this.”
When Ally’s out of earshot, Cyrus chuckles. “She doesn’t want to give that baby up.”
“Nope.” I tear my gaze away from Ally’s back and train it on the man in front of me.
He bends his head toward mine until our foreheads meet. “I don’t want to give you up.”
“It feels like I just got back.”
He stands and pulls me against him until my cheek is pressed against his chest. Arms tight around my shoulders, chin resting on my head, he sways slightly now that he’s not using his cane for support. “You should probably go.”
It’s the last thing I want to do, but this is my mission. His arms unwind and I slip out of his embrace. Tears prick my eyes and I swallow hard, glancing toward where Bryce is strapping Vaughn to his chest. Cyrus slides his fingers between mine and tugs me a little closer. I return my focus to him and immediately regret it. The anguish in his eyes makes more tears puddle and spill out. He swipes one away and bends to kiss me.
Before I change my mind about leaving, I end the kiss and clamp my teeth onto my bottom lip to prevent it from trembling. His hand cups my cheek and a thumb, rough from hours of wood cutting, slides across my bottom lip. I give his thumb a quick, gentle bite, then ease away, our hands slipping apart as I rush to meet Bryce.
Ally passes me, her arms hanging awkwardly at her sides, as if they are lost without the baby to hold. When I reach Bryce, I find the courage to look back over my shoulder. Cyrus has an arm draped across Ally’s shoulder, the other hand resting on his cane. He lifts the hand from Ally to give me a little wave. I return it, then steel myself for the long hike ahead.
Within minutes, we’re deep in the woods surrounding camp, any sign of what lies beyond completely concealed by a natural beauty that won’t last. Mother Nature is putting on a multi-colored grand finale before shedding her clothing for the winter months.
After hiking in silence for a while, I turn to Bryce. “What did you do to Rainey to get her so wound up this morning.”
He side-eyes me before ducking under a low branch. “I kissed her.”
“What?!”
“Well, technically she kissed me.”
I shove his shoulder and he takes a stumbling step to the side. “Hey, I’ve got a baby on board here.”
“Right, sorry. But…explain.”
He runs a hand across the top of his head. “So, um, the night we blew up the camps, we were sitting around, waiting for it to get dark.” He glances over at me. “You might recall I was kind of torn up over you that night.”
“I remember.”
“She said that I was being pathetic and I should just grow a pair and get over it. I was kinda pissed at first, but we talked for a while and eventually she said lots of girls would choose me over Cyrus. I let out a cynical laugh and said, ‘Know anyone?’ and that’s when she leaned over and kissed me.”
“Wait…Rainey. Our Rainey. She kissed you? Why would she do that?”
“Wow. That was mean.”
“I didn’t mean it like that. Just…it seems so out of character. For her, I mean.”
He grabs a long piece of grass as we pass, pushing the seeds off the tip with his thumb. “I’m pretty sure it was a sympathy kiss. Or a desperate one so she wouldn’t lose her lame argument.”
“What did you do?”
He shrugs. “She’s hot. I kissed her back.”
I attempt and fail to find words until I finally sputter, “You kissed her back?”
“She’s also kind of scary. We were getting ready to do something that could’ve ended in both of our deaths, so I didn’t want her to think I was rejecting her.”
My jaw drops and I wonder if I’ve ever truly known him. “You’re ten kinds of stupid, you know that, right?”
His gaze falls to the ground, and his posture finally takes on something besides confidence. “So I’ve been told. Repeatedly.”
Conversation lapses for a while as I line up what he just told me with what I already knew. The kiss with Rainey happened before he came to the Eastern Province to ask if he still had a chance with me. After I thought he was dead and that Cyrus had abandoned me. After he got Miranda pregnant. If there was ever a guy who needed a father to guide him, it’s Bryce. Too bad his dad disappeared when he was a kid. Maybe that explains everything. Well, everything except that emotionally charged showdown this morning.
“That was nearly a year ago. What got her so wound up this morning that she chased you down just so she could tear you a new one before you left?”
He lifts his head from where he’s studying the map on his tablet and inclines his head to our left. “We should go that way.”
We turn and find the small creek we’ll follow until we arrive in Green Valley. Where Miranda’s parents live. Where I first met Cyrus.
Just about the time I’m sure he’s not going to answer, he lets out a long sigh and says softly, “The thing is, I actually like her. I think in a way I always did, but I was confused about us and still trying to figure my shit out. But that night, when she kissed me, for a short time, I forgot about you and our history and what we were about to do.”
“Then why’d you sleep with Miranda?”
“I was confused about a lot of stuff back then. When I was recovering, I had time to think. It’s pretty much all I did if I wasn’t sleeping, but I couldn’t figure out what went wrong with us. Not completely. After we were together…before you saw me with Alivia…I thought we had something, a connection, and I didn’t know how you could just walk away from that. Especially after I told you Alivia meant nothing. Sonia’s been helping me understand it all. She said I needed closure, which is probably the reason I went back east to see you.”
The creek bends to the right, but curves back around again, so instead of following it, we continue straight, knowing we’ll pick it up again in a few miles.
“Having Vaughn was a wake-up call, forced me to see what really matters. And Rainey matters. I don’t know what’s going to happen on this trip, and I didn’t want to leave without talking to her. So last night I told her.”
“Last night you told her what? That you like her? Right before you leave for who knows how long? With me? Seriously, what is wrong with you?”
“I thought I was doing the right thing.” His voice takes on a defensive tone. “I didn’t know it was going to piss her off. That night we didn’t say anything to each other before we went into the last camp. At least not about whatever that was between us. I always regretted that.”
“So now what? She’s clearly pissed at you.”
A smile lights up his face for the first time since we left, both dimples on full display. “She came at me like hell on wheels, but she’s not done with me yet. If she was, she wouldn’t have chased me down to tell me the same thing she said last night, except with a lot more force.” He reaches beneath Vaughn’s head to rub the spot Rainey was jabbing earlier.
“You think that means she wants you?” I shake my head, wondering if all guys think this way.
“It means she still has strong feelings. I can work with that.”
“You’re insane.”
He kisses the top of Vaughn’s head. “Likely.”
   
Vaughn begins to wail for the third time in the past few hours. “I just fed you, little man, I don’t know what you want.” Bryce’s voice is singsong-y in that way adults speak to babies.
“Maybe he’s as tired of walking as we are.”
Bryce shoots me a look. “He doesn’t see anything except my shirt. He doesn’t know this is any different than a day of walking around camp.”
“Okay, well maybe he needs his diaper changed.”
Bryce sticks a finger between the diaper and his baby’s butt and shakes his head. “No. That’s not it.” He bounces up and down as he walks and soon Vaughn settles down, shoving his tiny fist into his mouth. “It’s not far now. Then you’ll get to meet your grandparents.”
The closer we get to the valley that was my home for a few short months, the more my stomach contracts around itself. While I have many happy memories from that summer, Lucien’s death still haunts me. Deep down I know it wasn’t my fault, so why do I feel like I’m returning to the scene of some crime I committed? All the horrors I am responsible for since then fade into a gray mist with each step toward familiar territory.
Miranda lived on the northeast side of the valley. Before long the trading post comes into view, a flood of memories threating to pull me to the ground and beat me until I’m nothing.
We move away from the creek, following a path that winds up a rocky hill, passing a couple of smaller homes before arriving at a two-story faded stucco house at the top. A flat stone walkway, tufts of grass squeezing between the stones, leads to the front door. Vaughn lets out a gurgle, and Bryce’s shoulders tense before he lifts his fist to knock. Soon after, the arched wooden door opens and a sandy-haired man with matching mustache stands on the other side in a limp gray T-shirt and worn jeans. He glances at Bryce, recognition flitting across his features before his gaze roams beyond Bryce, settling on me, then returning to Bryce.
Bryce swallows hard. “Jamison, sir…”
“Where’s Miranda?”
“I’m so sorry…”
“No…” An anguished scream tears from Jamison’s throat before he slumps against the door frame, his hands covering his face. His shoulders shake and Bryce glances to me for support, but I have nothing to offer. The man’s grief is so complete, it settles into my bones.
Bryce is rooted to the path with a blank expression, watching his son’s grandfather break apart. His inaction appalls me, and I cover the short distance, putting my arms around the man. His body collapses into me as sobs rattle his frame. Finally, he seems to realize what’s happening and stands upright, wiping his eyes before narrowing his gaze on me. “Who are you?”
“I’m a friend of Bryce’s.”
“I see.” His jaw clamps down.
I take a couple of steps back as I realize what he’s inferring. “No! No. Not like that. Just a friend.” I shove Bryce forward with enough force that he stumbles a few steps.
Bryce stares at his shoes. “This is Vaughn. Your grandson.”
Jamison’s gaze lands on the baby for the first time. “My…my grandson?” he says on a breath.
When Bryce doesn’t offer, I ask, “Would you like to meet him?”
Miranda’s dad nods, and I help Bryce undo the straps so he can take Vaughn out of the carrier.
“Please come in,” Jamison says.
Bryce takes a step forward, but I pause. This has nothing to do with me and I’d only be intruding. “Um, I’ve got to do something. Somewhere to go. I’ll catch up with you later.”
Bryce’s gray eyes plead with me, but I take several steps back, ignoring the silent begging, then turn and hurry down the hill, arriving at the path that will take me to a place I both long to see and dread returning to.
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COMFORT AND PAIN

Evan
C omfort and pain weave together, forming a mesh that wraps around my heart as I reach the outer edge of the property. The garden I used to tend is well-cared for, as if someone is living here. Bracing myself for a confrontation, I walk up the path from the barn where Lucien first told me the truth about the Union and Ruins, past the large flat-topped rock where Cyrus and I used to spend hours talking and kissing. The hammock still hangs on the front porch, twisted and dirty, like it hasn’t been used since the afternoon we abandoned this place in the driving rain. The front porch is blanketed in a thick layer of dirt and dried leaves.
I raise my hand to knock, but there can’t be anyone here. Not unless they go in and out the side entrance. Just to be safe, I rap on the door several times, but there’s no answer. The knob twists in my hand and the hinges squeak as I push the door open, the sound echoing off bare walls. Stepping into the foyer, I close the door, my gaze traveling up the stairs. The house is built off the ground to prevent it from flooding when the creek overflows. Dropping my backpack to the floor, I ascend the steps to the main floor. Other than lacking the warmth that made this place feel like home, it’s exactly the way we left it, with the exception of dust coating every surface.
Walking on these undisturbed floors in my boots feels wrong, so I sit on the top step and untie my laces, slipping my feet out. The couch occupies the space it always did, the throw pillows haphazardly tossed to the side when I comforted Ben the day Lucien died. He was worried if we left, Draya wouldn’t be able to find us when she came back. We all knew she wasn’t coming back. She had no reason to return and instead abandoned her family to join the Uprising.
I pad on socked feet past the long table where we all used to eat, separating the kitchen from the living room, before climbing the stairs. On my left are rooms with neatly made beds but dresser drawers left ajar as someone hastily grabbed whatever would fit into a single backpack.
A lump lodges in my throat as I pass the room Draya and Lucien once shared. It’s unlikely anything of value remains. Draya no doubt took everything that had meaning to her, but I enter anyway, looking for clues to who she was back then so I can try to understand her the way Cyrus does. A few bottles from the trading post sit atop the dresser beside a vase of long-dead flowers. The drawers hold only clothes. Mostly Lucien’s but also a few of Draya’s.
From my seat on the corner of the bed, I scan the room. The walls are bare except for a single pair of dusty white drapes that cover the lone window in the wall above their bed. Home decorating isn’t really a thing in the Ruins. What made this place homey wasn’t the things inside but the people who occupied it. There’s nothing here to tell me anything more about Draya than I already know.
I leave their room, passing the others before climbing another short flight to the room I stayed in during my time here. It had been Cyrus’s, but after they found me half dead on their way home from the Summer Festival, he gave it up and moved in with Will and Ben.
The wood floor creaks beneath my steps, comforting me with its familiarity. At the top of the stairs, the door is open, the small twin bed pressed against the wall. Memories of lying in that bed and meeting everyone flood me until I have to close my eyes to escape the intensity. When I open them again, my gaze lands on the ladderback chair. The one Lucien sat in that first day. God, that feels like yesterday…and a hundred lifetimes ago.
I grab the cover from the bed and shake it out, dust filling the air like an Eastern Province snowstorm. A black spider skitters across the sheets and disappears between the mattress and the wall. The once soft cotton blanket is rough after lying here unused for so long. Pulling it to my nose, I can’t detect any of the familiar scents, but after a decent washing it will be as good as new. I fold it in half and roll it up tightly, pulling an elastic band from my wrist to secure it. I can attach it to my backpack for now and roll it into my sleeping bag later. After brushing off the sheets, I lie on my back and stare up at the same ceiling I spent hours studying. I know every crack, every water stain. Although the spider webs stretching from the window to the wall are new. Sonia never would have tolerated cobwebs.
It’s obvious this place has been vacant since we left, but I can’t figure out why no one’s living here. Someone is obviously tending the garden, and the front door was left unlocked. Up near the Northern Territories, an empty house wouldn’t remain that way for long. Someone was always moving in and out of the area, and abandoned houses were filled as fast as they were vacated.
I close my eyes and let the memories wash over me, both good and bad, attempting to come to terms with this part of my life. Maybe then I can let go of the past and see Draya for who she is now. Not the girl who slapped me across the face and accused me of getting Lucien killed or the girl who allowed the Uprising to mercilessly torture me.
Although I believe she was trying to save me, I’m convinced part of her was okay with the abuse, believing I deserved it. There were times I believed that. Hell, sometimes I still think I deserved worse.
   
A clatter shocks me into alertness. I bolt up from where I’d dozed off. After tiptoeing to the door, I glance down to the landing. The house seems as empty as it was earlier. Whatever made that noise must have been outside. But after the events of the past two years, I know better than to take chances. Reaching into my boot, I grab my knife and flick open the blade. With my back to the wall, I ease to Sonia and Marcus’s old room and peer inside. It looks the same as before. I continue down the hall, checking Draya and Lucien’s room, Ally and the boys’ room, and Will and Ben’s before moving to the stairs.
Everything is quiet. My nerves are just shot from being back here. With a sigh, I fold the blade into the handle and head downstairs. Bryce will be waiting for me soon if he isn’t already. I reach the bottom step and blood freezes in my veins. Hopp is standing in front of the couch pointing a gun at my chest, a sneer etched into his features. He was with Dantel the day Lucien was killed. He shot Lucien.
Frozen fear melts into white-hot rage over what he took from Draya that day, from Cyrus, from all of us. I calculate how long it will take to flip open my knife and fling it into the side of his neck before he can pull the trigger. The math is not in my favor.
“Well, well, well. If it isn’t the princess returning to the castle.”
My chest rises and falls with exaggerated breaths as I attempt to remain calm. Yeah, that’s not going to happen, but panicking won’t help either. Being in his presence conjures up the terrified, naive seventeen-year-old I was when he helped Walker kidnap me. I can’t let her take over. She needs to remain hidden behind the trained Uprising soldier, the ruthless killer who took the lives of children. That girl can take care of one of Walker’s henchmen. I lift my chin higher.
“My wife’s dead cause ‘a you. My orders are to kill ya, but…” He rubs the scruff on his cheek with his free hand. “I think you need to pay first.”
My blood chills, but I can’t give in to fear. I need to stall for time and the only way I know how is to keep him talking. “Your wife? What does she have to do with me?
“All I had to do was deliver you t’ Kearney, and my wife woulda had surgery. But no, you couldn’t cooperate. Had to be a little bitch. Like goin’ home to a fuckin’ utopia was a death sentence or somethin’.”
“I was already going home, just not with you. Your buddy, Dantel, tried to rape me.”
His sneer grows more ominous. “You coulda had two for one if you’d played along.”
I swallow a gag and force myself to stand taller. My only advantage at this point is that he doesn’t know I’m armed. While he was talking, I managed to slip my knife up my sleeve and anchor it beneath my watchband. If he frisks me, he’ll find it, but that may also be my best chance by taking advantage of close proximity.
He waves the gun at me. “Come on down.”
“No. I don’t think I will.”
He aims at my head and pulls back the slide. “I won’t ask again.”
I take a few steps down, still stalling for time, until I’m on the landing.
“All the way.”
Five more slow steps and I’m on the main floor.
Jerking his chin toward the kitchen, he says, “In there.”
My stomach plummets. There’s a door off the kitchen, but he’s not stupid enough to leave that unlocked. He’s trying to pen me in. I swallow hard and inch closer to the dining room table, keeping one eye on the madman in front of me. A thread of my sock catches on a splinter from the rough floor, snagging it.
“Hurry up. I ain’t got all day.”
Right, like I’m in a hurry to get to whatever torture session he has in mind. Once I pass the threshold, I discover what woke me. A pot of water boils on the stove, but there’s a large puddle on the floor in front of it. He must have dropped it before getting it on the burner. A series of very large and sharp-looking knives are lined up on the center island.
“Losin’ my wife was like a knife t’ my heart. Living every day without her is like drownin’ in boilin’ water. Yer bout to find out what that’s like.”
Fear pulls at me, sending my heart into a sprint. But knowing what he’s got in store for me gives me a chance to plan a defense. If he scalds me with the water first, I’m probably out of luck. But if he starts with the knife, he has two options—either set the gun down or use his weaker hand to wield the knife or hold the gun. Either of those gives me a split second to dislodge my own knife and slice open his throat.
“Let’s go, princess.” To make sure I know he’s serious, he jabs the barrel of his gun against my temple. Grabbing my left biceps, he steers me into the kitchen, backing me up to the island.
I’m hyper-focused on his every move, waiting for my opportunity as my heart pounds against my ribs like a caged beast. Hopp’s eyes dart from me to the knives and the gun. He switches the gun from his right hand to his left, and in that breath, I jerk my wrist down, the knife sliding into my palm.
Flicking the blade open, I lunge for Hopp.
My sock slips in the puddle of water in front of the stove, sending me sliding sideways.
The blade slices his thigh instead of his neck.
With a yowl, he releases my arm.
I struggle to get my footing, rounding the island and heading for the dining room. A hand clamps down on my wrist before my fist is slammed against the counter. My hand opens, and the knife falls away, skittering to the floor.
I dive for it, but he’s closer, leaving me no choice but to scramble backward, like a crab, to put distance between us. His hand is around my ankle before I get far. Using all the force I can muster, I kick hard, but it’s useless. His grip is too strong.
With a single yank, he slides me to him, placing my own knife to my throat. “That was a stupid move.”
My pulse pounds so hard in my throat, I can’t get a sound out.
“Yer more trouble than yer worth.” He shoves me against the center island with enough force that air wooshes from my lungs, leaving me gasping.
As I struggle to regain my breath, Hopp presses his gun to my forehead, his finger on the trigger.
This is it. I swallow hard and squeeze my eyes closed, silently begging that it won’t hurt.
A deafening blast ricochets off the walls, and warm liquid splatters my face. But oddly, there’s no pain. A sensation of losing my grip on reality and weightlessness overtakes me.
I never knew death could be so peaceful. With one last deep breath, I give in to the tranquility before my body falls into nothing.
   
“Evansville! Shit, Evan, wake up. Are you okay?”
My eyes crack to find Bryce’s face way too close to mine. “What…where…” Confusion rushes out of me like a bucket with a dozen holes. Bullet holes. Shooting. Blood. The sharp tinge of copper fills my senses and I gag. Bryce rolls me to my side to vomit. The contents of my stomach mix with a dark pool of blood. “I’m alive?”
Bryce sits back on his haunches. “You passed out, I think. At first, I thought I hit you, too.”
“Is he…is he dead?”
“Yeah.”
“I…I…how did you know where I was?”
“I figured this is where you’d be, so after leaving Vaughn with Miranda’s parents, I started hiking up the creek. I passed a guy coming toward me, a guy I recognized from the trading post when we were looking for you. He must have recognized me, too, because he turned and started running back this way. I tackled him, and after a few well-placed punches and a gun to the head, he told me you were already dead. I cold cocked him, but he’ll be up before too long. We should go.”
“Wait. Just…wait.” I push myself up on my elbows and glance at my surroundings. Blood-splattered boots come into focus near my feet. Instinctively, I pull my legs to my chest. My gaze travels from his boots up blood-soaked, jean-clad legs, over a hunter-green flannel shirt to what is left of Hopp’s head, which isn’t much. I screw my eyes shut and swallow hard, then breathe though my mouth until the need to vomit again passes. I slide away from the body and push myself up on shaky legs. My hands fly to my head to make sure everything’s still intact.
My knife is on the floor beside the body, and I retrieve it before kicking Hopp’s shoulder as hard as I can. His body jerks, accompanied by a sickening sound of sticky wet clothing slopping against the floor. “He killed Lucien and was going to torture and kill me. I’m glad he’s dead, and I hate him for making me feel this way.”
Bryce is quiet for a long minute. “I get it. I mean, not entirely, because I haven’t been through what you’ve been through, but I understand what you’re telling me. And…I think it’s okay to hate. I’d probably feel the same way.”
Bryce does get it on some level. Being raised the way we were, with every life having equal value, he understands it in a way Cyrus never will. But I’m beginning to think that was all some serious bullshit. No way is Hopp’s life as valuable as Lucien’s. I glance back down at the body. “What should we do with him?”
“Bury him, I guess.”
The thought of digging a grave in the same yard where Lucien is buried is unacceptable. “No. Let’s dump him in the creek.”
“The guy I conked will come looking for him at some point.”
I shrug. “Then he won’t find a freshly dug grave. Who knows where the body will wash up?”
“Okay.”
Staring at the blood coating the floor, bits of bone and brain mixed in, I can’t imagine leaving this behind. “Then we can clean up in here.”
Bryce disappears, returning with a sheet from one of the rooms. We work together to roll Hopp’s body onto it, then drag it out the side door to the ravine, rolling it down the embankment where it lands in the water and disappears downstream.
After scrubbing the floors with hot water mixed with borax, Bryce and I go to the creek to clean up the best we can. We grab some clothes from the house and quickly change before letting ourselves out.
This time, I pause to lock the door.
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TRUSTWORTHY

Cyrus
Draya squints into the late afternoon sun, a wicked wind whipping her hair. The days are much colder now; colder than either of us are used to. The scent of decaying leaves permeates the air as we sit on a felled log.
“I need your help with something.”
Draya trains her vivid blue eyes on me. “What’s in it for me?”
“Come on, Dray.”
“I’m serious, Cy. You want something from me, so you must no longer think I’m your enemy.”
“You’re not my enemy.”
“Then why am I still isolated and subject to round-the-clock armed guard?”
I rub a hand over my chin. “Not everyone knows you the way I do.”
“I’m not an idiot. I know you’re one of the leaders here. You have sway. Convince them or no deal.”
I let out a long sigh and drop my gaze to my hands folded between my knees. “That isn’t going to help your case. If you want people to trust you, you have to act trustworthy.”
She lets out a bitter laugh. “Right. Because doing something to convince people I’m trustworthy won’t seem like manipulation.”
My head drops back and I stare up at the gray sky. “Can’t you just work with me on this?”
She takes so long to respond I sit up and study her. She runs her tongue across her back teeth, a habit she has when weighing her options. “Tell me what I did that was so much worse than what you did. Or Evan for that matter.”
“Really? Should I start with what you let them do to Evan?”
“Dammit, Cyrus, I was doing my job. I don’t know how many times or different ways I can say that.”
“It’s not an excuse and you know it.”
Draya stands and walks toward the lake. I struggle up to follow her. When we reach the water’s edge, she kicks a rock and it tumbles into the gentle waves lapping the shore. “You must have some idea what it’s like. Care to tell me what you had to do while you were pretending to be an Uprising commander?”
I shove my hands into my pockets. “Not really.” Because yeah, bad shit happened under my command. Shit I had no power to stop without giving myself away. And I know she just won. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Thanks.” The word is simple, but her tone is genuine. Draya doesn’t thank anyone lightly.
I resist the urge to tease her about it. “You’re welcome.”
We stand silently for a few moments before she asks, “What do you need my help with?”
That’s a powerful question. She’s asking what she can do before I deliver on my promise, demonstrating her trust in me. “I need your help identifying a traitor in our midst.”
A hint of a smile passes her lips briefly before she clamps them together to hide it. “You mean besides me?”
I grin. “Yeah, besides you. Someone’s been passing information to the Uprising. They were waiting for us the night I was shot.”
“It’s starting to make sense.”
“What is?”
“Your girlfriend accusing me of being here to gather intel.”
“We know it’s someone in camp. But, at least as of the night of the ambush, they hadn’t shared the camp’s location.”
Another harsh gust rips through the trees, scattering colorful leaves. “Why would they be withholding that information?”
“Good question.”
“Tell me everything you know.”
We stroll east along the shore as I share what we’ve learned from Emmali, then continue on in silence once I finish.
Draya pivots and starts back in the other direction, the wind now pelting our faces with whatever it stirs up. “There’s a lot of people here. Could be anyone.”
“I know. Which is why I need your help.”
“How? Even if you get me more freedom, people will still be suspicious of me.”
“I’m counting on it.”
A grin tips up the corners of her mouth. “I like the way you think, Matthews.”
“Someone in camp may seek you out as a potential ally.”
“And if they don’t?”
“This is just one idea. I’m not pinning everything on this plan.”
“Good, because that’s too much pressure.”
I roll my eyes, and she grins again, tucking her hand through my arm as we turn toward camp. “I think your confinement and isolation won’t help, so I’m hoping to use this to convince the others to give you more freedom.”
“If we want this to work, you’re going to have to continue to treat me like a suspect.”
“I know. At least as far as the rest of the camp is concerned.”
She steps to the left of a rock and waits for me to maneuver around it with my slow, off-kilter gait. “Do you have any ideas at all?”
I shake my head. “The best I can do is tell you who it’s not. Beyond that, your guess is as good as mine.”
“It’s a place to start. We’ll need to meet without it looking like we’re working together.”
“I’ll figure something out.”
We reach the path leading to her tent, and this time Dom’s out front. I lift my chin at him. “What’re you doing here?”
He grins. “Gunth wanted to go hunting with some chick he likes. Told him I’d fill in.”
Draya takes in the exchange, her eyes narrowing at Dom. I’m sure she’s evaluating his potential as the mole. Honestly, it’s something I’ve thought about myself. As Valencia’s brother, the girl whose heart I broke, he could have it out for us. Might also explain why the location of the camp hasn’t been divulged. He’s got friends here, people he cares about. He’s also the one who told me his sister turned us in to the Uprising when we were camping on the beach. That little tipoff is what forced us to move out here. But it’s possible he’s the one who instigated that and told me it was Val to throw us off.
“Thanks for allowing me some fresh air,” Draya says before leaving my side. “I suppose tomorrow night someone else will have the pleasure.”
And with that statement, she helped me figure out how we’re going to gather information from her without raising suspicions.
   
Rainey drains the rest of her morning coffee then rolls her empty cup between her palms. “I don’t know. If she is involved, giving her a longer leash could put us in more danger.”
I rub my hands over my face. “She’s not involved. She belongs in Column A with the rest of us.”
“Why are you so sure?” Jack asks.
“The same way you’re sure about your buddy, Bryce.”
He nods and glances toward the lake before turning to Rainey. “You about ready to head out? We have a long walk.”
She stands and hands her mug to me, then grabs her bag from the ground. “Let’s hit it.”
The two of them are the last team to go in search of others out here who may be fighting against the Uprising. Marcus and Sonia left yesterday, which means Mateo is just one of only a handful of people I can really trust around here. I purposely haven’t told Will much, which may work in my favor since he’s popular around camp. Everyone talks to him.
While I have a pretty good sense of those in our midst from the Ruins, Unis still baffle me. I need a little more insight into them, and with Jack and Ev both gone, I don’t have many options.
“I hope you know what you’re doing.” Mateo stands and takes Rainey’s cup from me before heading back.
I sit on my stump a while longer, mulling over the type of advice I need and realize who I need to talk to. David. As a politician, he knows people. He knows how they think, what they want, what drives them. I’m still not sure about him, but I asked Ev to trust Draya based on my gut. I guess I owe her the same.
I struggle up and limp toward David’s tent, unaided by my cane. Another little victory on my path to recovery.
It’s early enough he should still be inside, so I call out to him.
“Yeah,” comes a groggy response.
“It’s Cyrus. I was hoping we could talk.”
“Sure.” Scuffling comes from the other side of the flimsy canvas. “Give me a minute.”
He emerges shortly in jeans, sweatshirt, and a pair of hiking boots, his hair disheveled. “What can I do for you this morning?”
I incline my head toward the path leading away from camp. “Let’s walk.”
He glances at my legs briefly, but flicks his gaze away, as if he’s afraid of getting caught staring. Other than moving branches out of my way, he doesn’t try to assist me as I tackle some rougher terrain away from the groomed camp paths. We make small talk at first, mostly about how I’m doing, until I’m ready to dive into the reason I fetched him.
“I wanted to talk to you about something confidential.”
“I gathered as much.”
“We’ve got a big problem and until it’s resolved, we can’t do anything more to stop Kearney.”
He stops mid-step and turns toward me. “Is Evan okay?”
“As far as I know. This is about the camp. Someone here is working against us. Until we can identify and neutralize the threat, we can’t risk putting our plan into action.”
He takes in a deep breath, as if to say something, but lets it back out, before doing it again. Finally, he says, “Tell me what you know.”
I fill him in on how it went down at the wall and what we learned after, even telling him about Draya and my plan to have her help us gather intel.
We turn and walk in silence as I give him a chance to absorb everything. “I appreciate you confiding in me,” he says, “but I suspect there’s a reason you’re just telling me this now.”
“Most people in camp are Unis…Unionites. I need to know why someone would betray their own government and work with the enemy.”
“So, you think it’s one of our citizens?”
“I don’t know, but I can’t understand their reasoning. It’s easier to figure out why someone from the Ruins would turn against us, except I know and trust nearly everyone from the Ruins. The pool of potential suspects in that group is small. I’m not ruling them all out, but we need to look at the broader population. If you can help me understand why someone would be willing to essentially commit treason, maybe we can narrow our focus.”
“I don’t think it’s that simple, but I’m happy to help.”
We reach an area with a few felled logs and I could use a rest. “Mind if we sit?”
“Not at all. I hiked all day yesterday and my feet are aching. It sucks getting older sometimes.”
We settle in and I start with the big question. “What would make someone turn on the Union?”
His dark gaze is a million miles from here before he turns to focus on me. “People do things for any number of reasons. Love, power, money, basic needs, jealousy, fear…”
“Which of those is most likely to make someone with roots in the Union want to work against us?”
“Any of those reasons can apply, but everyone’s basic needs are currently being met, so I think we can rule that out.”
I reach out and pluck a long piece of grass from the ground beside me. “What about fear?”
“Seems like there’s far more to fear from the Uprising than a group of people camping in the Ruins.”
“Jealousy. That’s usually personal.”
He nods. “It’s one of the biggest drivers of what little crime we have…” He pauses and drops his gaze. “Had. Had in the Union. But you’re right, it’s personal and usually more singularly focused. There aren’t many people I know who would risk innocent lives over jealousy.”
“That leaves love, money, and power.”
“Those are the top three reasons people have historically gone to war. Maybe someone in camp fell in love with a soldier and is providing information as a romantic gesture.”
I tear off pieces of the grass and toss them to the ground. “Or they’re being manipulated by a lover.”
“That’s a possibility. Or maybe someone has been promised wealth or status under some new government once Kearney executes his plan. Being in power in the Union is one thing, but the idea of a world power, and having a piece of that might be too much for someone to resist.”
“Whoever it is hasn’t divulged our location yet. How does that factor into motive?”
His eyes widen. “Interesting. Someone who is into power may be exerting their own power, holding out to get something more.” He pauses for a moment. “If someone is feeding information to a lover, perhaps the informant isn’t even aware of what’s going on in the Uprising. The soldier may be holding off on divulging the camp location for any number of reasons.”
“So, we’re basically back to ‘it could be anyone.’”
David nods. “I’m afraid so. But I’ll spend some time thinking on it.”
I drop the remains of the grass from my hand. The ideas David gave me are something I can weigh alongside anything Draya finds out. “Ready to head back?”
“I am. Think there’s any coffee left?”
I glance at my watch. “Definitely not. But if we hurry, you might still get some cold French toast.”
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BARGING IN

EVAN
“C heck the map again.”
Bryce pulls the tablet from his pocket and studies the marked-up images, then points east. “That way.”
We trudge through fallen leaves coating thick underbrush. After more than a week of hiking, I’m ready to find civilization. There’s no way of knowing what type of town we’re heading toward, but they probably don’t have any of the modern conveniences we saw near the Northern Territories. A hot bath is probably asking too much but sleeping on something besides bumpy broken twigs and crumpled foliage would be a huge improvement.
I barely slept the first few nights after we dumped Hopp in the creek. Where Hopp goes, his beady-eyed buddy, Rush, is sure to follow. My latest near-death experience has settled deep inside me, taking root and altering me in a fundamental way.
After several more miles of hiking, Bryce stops and grabs my arm.
“What?”
A grin reveals one dimple as he points toward the ground in front of us. Ground that looks a hell of a lot like the same terrain we’ve been stomping across for hours.
“What?
“Look, Evansville.”
“I am looking. What am I supposed to see?”
“Seriously, how did you survive out here?”
“I almost died, remember?”
“Up there, the leaves are trampled. If you follow that indent farther, there’s a break in the trees on the left.”
Understanding dawns. The trees are close together here, like too many people invited to a party in a small apartment. Where he’s pointing, they’re farther apart, like they’ve been cleared with a purpose. As if someone wanted to leave a healthy forest behind.
Bryce steps forward and it’s my turn to grab his arm. “You can’t just go barging in there. You’ll get us both shot before they have a chance to ask any questions.”
“I’m not just anyone from the Union. I’ve been on stakeouts. I’ve investigated numerous crimes. I know what to do.”
“Right. Sorry. I’m just on edge. When we first met Rainey, I thought she was going to blow my head off. I’m not fond of people pointing guns at me.”
Bryce lets out a soft chuckle.
“It’s not funny.”
“Not…not what happened last week. I’m just picturing you and Rainey.”
“That wasn’t funny either.”
He shrugs. “In my mind it is.” Grabbing the sleeve of my jacket he tugs me to the left. “Let’s go this way.”
We keep the sparsely wooded area to our right, arcing around it until we find an ancient asphalt road. The edges crumble away from hearty weeds crawling through thick cracks in the surface. Narrow ruts are worn into the center from decades of post-war use.
We cross the road and parallel it, keeping to the trees. “I never thanked you,” I say, glancing at Bryce. “For what you did. With Hopp.”
“No thanks necessary, but we haven’t talked about what happened. I figured you’d bring it up when you were ready. It’s been more than a week.”
“There’s nothing to say. Except thank you. I shouldn’t have waited so long to say it.”
He places his hand on my shoulder until I stop and turn to face him. His pale gray eyes are focused on mine. “The guy had a gun to your head and was about to kill you. That’s not nothing.”
I resume walking. “I didn’t say it was nothing. Just nothing to talk about. I think I’ve become numb to the idea of dying. At least a little and that’s messed up. I know that.” And that’s the worst part of it. That inherent change within me, and it scares me. A stretch of silence follows, broken only by brittle branches and shriveled leaves beneath our boots.
“You shouldn’t have had to go through any of this. It’s all my fault,” Bryce says, pulling me out of my thoughts.
“Let’s not start that again. I’m done blaming you. And you’re not responsible for what’s going on now.” The scent of burning wood and grilled meat wafts toward me, making my stomach growl. “We have to be getting close. Come on.”
Close or not, it still takes several more hours to map the circumference of the town. Based on our calculations, it’s two miles from one end to the other. Only a handful of houses sit near the clearings, meaning most of them must be clustered in the center. By the time we circle back to where we first picked up the road, the sun perches on the horizon, painting the sky with brilliant shades of orange and purple. Even though I chewed on some jerky earlier, my stomach is still on the verge of devouring itself, and I’m ready to make camp.
“How far out do you think we should pitch our tents?” I ask.
Bryce examines the area again, this time stooping to take a closer look at the ground. He glances over his shoulder in the direction we came, then at the clearing. Standing, he takes one last look around and nods, pointing with his thumb toward a grouping of large, smooth rocks surrounded by heavy brush. “That looks good. The only footprints out here are ours. We should be good here until we can check things out more in the morning.”
After setting up our tents, we eat more cold, dried food to avoid making a fire. I offer to take the first guard shift while Bryce sleeps. Although I’ve managed to fall asleep the last couple of nights, it still takes a long time to reach that point. If I’m going to be awake, might as well be doing something. When Bryce finally relieves me, my eyelids feel like they weigh at least ten pounds, and a dreamless sleep comes easy before morning arrives far too soon.
   
The last bite of cold mush is like glue in my mouth and smells like Colin’s dirty socks. I long for even my sisters’ cooking at this point. “We need to find their trading post and start there.” I wipe my bowl out and wrap everything up to be washed later.
“I was thinking the same thing. We can get a feel for the town and decide if we go with backstory A or B.”
This was my plan. We’re either from the Northern Territories, heading south looking for missing family members, or we’re former Uprising members on the run, depending on how anti-Uprising they come across. The ex-soldier angle will get us closer to what we need faster, but we won’t get anywhere if we’re immediately run out of town as a risk.
Standing, I wipe off my butt and hoist my backpack onto my shoulders. “Let’s go. Maybe by lunchtime we can eat something besides gummy gray cornmeal.”
He chuckles. “You’re starting to sound like Colin.”
I side-eye him. “Hardly. Colin would’ve melted into a puddle of worthlessness if he had to eat even one meal like this.”
Our best chance of quickly finding the trading post is to follow the road. And because we’re now hoping to meet people, we hike on the pavement in plain sight. Sure enough, faded tarp-covered booths come into view when we break through the sparser wooded area into what appears to be the outskirts of town. Small homes, patched together with whatever materials the owner could find, litter the area, some in clusters, others isolated. A small girl with long braids sits on a dusty stoop in a pair of faded rubber boots that are far too large for her tiny frame. She watches us approach before clomping across the porch and tumbling in her front door.
The next building we pass looks like it might have once been a store but now appears unoccupied. Broken glass rests in the dirt below a window, and boards are nailed across the opening, leaving more exposed than covered. A cat perches on the railing, licking a paw before carefully grooming his ear. The orange tabby tracks our progress, then leisurely jumps down, trotting over to greet us, winding in and out of our legs. I bend down to scratch him under the chin. He’s a chubby guy and far too friendly to be feral.
The low hum of voices grows louder as we approach the trading post. A split-rail fence encloses an area larger than the one in Green Valley. Rows of blue, green, and tan tarps are lashed to poles creating booths. There’s an order to this market that the other didn’t have. Vendors are grouped together by the types of good sold. One entire row is produce, and the only two booths I can see in the next row have hand-painted signs advertising fresh and smoked meats.
When we approach the entrance, every eye is on us. “Guessing they don’t get a lot of strangers here,” Bryce says out of the corner of his mouth. “Let’s go with A.”
“Yeah. Definitely A.”
I adjust the straps on my backpack and enter the corral, noting there’s no centralized checkout. Based on the raised voices to my left arguing over the price of tomatoes, each vendor handles their own sales.
“This way,” Bryce says, dragging me to the far side of the market. A rope blocks our path to the last row, and a guy who could have been a wrestler in a different world stands guard, a rifle resting against his shoulder.
Bryce goes left and I turn right into a row of clothing stalls. I finger a shirt absently while I strain to overhear what’s going on in that last row. Sounds like more haggling, but I can’t tell over what. I move down to the next stall.
“Can I help you?” a woman asks. She smiles, revealing a gaping hole to the left of her top front teeth.
“Um, I’m just looking.”
“Haven’t seen you round these parts ‘afore.”
“No. We, me and my friend, just got here. We’re looking for our families. They were heading in this direction last we heard.”
“What parts you from?”
“Up north. Near the border.”
“Get strangers passing through from time t’ time, but nobody in a while. Still, someone may have seen your kin folk. Check in at the tavern t’night. Talk to Ted.”
“I will. Thank you.”
“Hope you find ‘em. Too many people goin’ missin’ these days.”
“Yeah.” I head to the next booth where the vendor is busy helping another customer, giving me a chance to move closer to the back of the booth where only a thin tarp separates me from the mystery aisle. The table has thick socks, something I need, and I pick up a pair to examine the fibers while I strain to hear a conversation on the other side.
“This is dangerous.” The voice is male with an accent I can’t place.
“We’re out of options.” Another man.
“This is the last time, West.”
“Can I help you with those?” the booth man asks me, and I miss West’s response.
“I’ll take two pair of these.”
He takes my Union cash without raising an eyebrow, and I stuff the socks in my backpack before moving over another booth, hoping to catch more of the conversation. I can’t hear anything, not even people discussing prices. I work my way back to the center aisle, past the big burly guard, and down to the other end where Bryce is waiting for me.
He grabs my arm and turns me to face him, his eyes dancing with excitement. “Come on, let’s go.”
“I bought you some socks, by the way.”
He notches an eyebrow up. “Thanks?”
I roll my eyes, but I’m not even sure why I said that. Maybe because I’m amped up by what I overheard and wonder if Bryce’s expression means he heard something, too.
We exit the market and return to the road heading into town. When we’re a good distance from the trading post, Bryce clears his throat. “Something big is going on in this town. Say what you will about Draya, but I think her intel is going to pay off.”
“Why? What did you see?”
“People around here suspicious of strangers but warm with people they know. There’s gotta be a reason for that suspicion.”
“You’re basing your entire assessment on a single visit to the trading post?”
He gives me a skeptical look. “Vendors want to sell. To anyone with money. Most didn’t say a word to me unless I picked something up. Then it was all business. But if someone they knew came in, they were greeted with handshakes or hugs.”
“That’s human nature, Bryce.”
He shakes his head. “It’s more than that. Something’s going on in that last row, the one we can’t get into.”
“Yeah, I might’ve heard something.” I share what I overheard, which isn’t all that much.
“I caught a glimpse of some of what’s over there when the wind blew one of the tarps up. It’s not what you’d expect.”
“Like what?”
“Fatigues. No big deal. Except they’re in a hidden section of the market. Why hide them unless you’re stealing them, or you don’t want anyone to know you have them.”
“Okay, so let’s say you’re stealing them from the Uprising, why have them in a public market at all? Seems risky.”
“Exactly. Which is why what you heard makes sense. And add a general wariness of strangers, and we’re onto something here.”
Houses in better shape than those we saw on the outskirts come into view. “We need to find out what’s going on.”
He nods. “We do. But it’ll be tough. We won’t be trusted.”
“No, we won’t. Unless…”
“Unless?”
I tell him about Ted at the tavern and the story I told the woman at market. “What if we settle in and become one of them?”
He pauses and I stop, turning to face him. He’s rubbing his chin, deep in thought. “That could work. But it’ll take time.”
“We need a good story on why, if we’re looking for family, we’re settling here instead of moving on. Because that story of who we are is probably all over town by now.”
“We need to figure something out pretty fast.” He lifts his chin. “The tavern’s up ahead.”
A two-story clapboard structure with a hand-painted “BAR” sign looms on the left. “Let’s start brainstorming.”
For the last quarter mile, we strategize until we have something that might work.
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GUNSHOTS

Cyrus
Bam! Bam! Bam! Gunshots rip through the night, jolting me from a deep sleep. I drag myself out of my tent just as Eddie sprints past, gun in hand. My heart rate kicks up as Emmali flies by only seconds later, followed by Gunther. Not the time to rely on my less-than-reliable legs. I drop into my hoverchair and rush after them.
“Down, down, down!” someone yells.
Eddie, Gunther, and Emmali hit the dirt, and I throw myself out of the chair to the ground beside them, gun aimed in the direction of the voice.
More gunfire follows, echoing, making it unclear which direction it’s coming from.
Nate crashes through the brush, his eyes wide in the moonlight. Dom stumbles in behind him, dark splatters staining the front of his shirt. They’re only half of the scouting mission.
My gaze travels beyond them, a deep freeze surrounding my heart. “Where’s Ally?”
Nate’s and Dom’s heads whip back and forth. “She was just with us.”
Shit. I roll over and push up. “What happened?”
“Ambush,” Dom pants.
My ice-coated heart turns my blood to sludge, and I take a stuttering step to the side. “Where?”
“Five miles back. They killed Zak.”
My legs give out and I slump to the ground. Damn. Not Zak. “I heard gunshots nearby.”
Dom, bent at the waist, hands on knees, stands and gulps in air. “We killed one of them, but the other one ran off. Or at least that’s what we thought. He must’ve followed. Took a shot at us not far from here.”
“Dammit!” I pull the slide back on my gun and head down the path. Whoever this tool is, we can’t have him reporting our location to the Uprising. Dom and I will be having a serious discussion. That kind of sloppy work will get us all killed.
Another shot ricochets through the night and I dive into the underbrush.
“All clear,” the sentry yells from her perch in the treetop to my right.
Standing, I wipe my hands on my jeans and lurch forward, yelling for Ally.
“Here,” she calls, limping onto the path in front of me.
In the past minute, the camp exploded to life, and a crowd gathers, flashlights cutting beams across the dark camp as voices shout.
I pull Ally into a hug and she melts against me. Resting my cheek on her head, I realize we could have lost her, too. This is getting out of hand.
Colin crashes into the clearing, eyes wild. Ally untangles herself from me and flings herself into his arms.
“We’ll debrief in fifteen,” I tell her.
“I’ll be there.”
“What happened?” Mateo asks, coming to a sudden halt beside me, sucking in air.
“Ambush. We’ll find out more at the debrief.” Turning to Dom and Nate, I announce, “Fifteen minutes in the mess area.” Then I return my attention to Mateo. “Where the hell were you?”
“Other side of camp.”
The side where Draya is kept.
Lisa pulls her coat tight around her midsection. “Want me to make some coffee?”
I give her a grateful nod. “That would be great.”
Alexander’s arm is slung around Ilona’s shoulders as tears stream down her face.
I walk over to them. “I’m sorry.” The words are lame, but nothing will fix this.
“H-he…” Ilona starts before burying her face in Alexander’s chest and sobbing.
“Once the sun comes up, we’ll retrieve his body and give him a proper funeral.”
Alexander stares at me with raw emotion but doesn’t say a word. Because words are weak in a moment like this.
Lisa busies herself in the mess tent while I stake out a spot at the nearest table, taking a seat to rest my weary legs. With the commotion dying down, the typical sounds of the night return. Nearly everyone has wandered back to their tents, their curiosity satisfied for the moment, but there will be plenty of questions come morning. By the time the others arrive, Lisa has a fresh pot of coffee ready and is working on a second. A tray of mugs perched on her hip, she carries the pot with her other hand and sets everything down in front of me before taking a seat.
Ally sits but takes on the appearance of a hedgehog in danger, trying to fold in on herself. Lisa pours a cup of coffee and hands it to Ally.
“Thanks,” Ally whispers before taking a sip and placing the mug on the table in front of her. The sleeves of her sweatshirt are pulled over her hands so only her fingertips, which wrap around the warm cup, are exposed. With a shaky breath, she lifts her gaze to meet mine.
“What happened?” I ask.
“We were about five miles out and had just finished our final sweep of the area when the first shot was fired.”
“Shit got real. Real fast,” Dom says. “It all happened in a blur. We dove for cover, but there was so much gunfire, I was sure we were surrounded. When there was finally a lull in the shooting, I only saw two of them. And Zak on the ground, not moving.”
Ally lets out a quiet sob while studying her hands. “Zak was in front. He never stood a chance.” She lifts her gaze to meet mine again. “We can’t leave him out there.”
“We won’t. We’ll get him as soon as the sun comes up.”
“What happened next?” Mateo asks.
Ally flinches, like remembering is physically painful. “We used the shrubs as cover and traded shots for a while before there was another pause. We didn’t know why they stopped, but Nate took advantage of it and moved around to get behind them.”
I shift my attention to Nate. “What did you see?”
“They were bent over one of the dude’s guns, like it was jammed or something. I lined up a shot and took out the guy squatting on the ground. The other one took off. I chased him but lost him in a heavily wooded area. Without knowing if more soldiers were in there waiting for him, I returned to Ally and Dom.”
“When Nate got back, we decided to come back here for reinforcements before going after him,” Dom says. “But as soon as we got to the perimeter, shooting started again.”
“I saw the dude I chased,” Nate says. “He must’ve followed us. We didn’t stop to make a plan, but I decided to lead him closer to camp, hoping a sentry would take him out.”
Ally wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “I didn’t know that’s what Nate was doing, so I split off from the group. He couldn’t chase all of us at once. If he followed me, the guys could track back, and if he followed Dom and Nate, I’d circle around and shoot him from behind. I tripped over a downed branch and went flying. My gun is still somewhere in the leaves out there.”
“Then the shot came from the tree.” Nate shrugs. “Dude went down. And that was that. Sentry did her job.”
Mateo and I spend another half hour interrogating the scouting team, then we dismiss everyone but Lisa.
“Five miles is too damn close,” I say.
Mateo stares off into the distance. “That’s not a coincidence. It’s a safe bet our location’s been compromised.”
“Then why aren’t they already here?” Lisa asks.
I shake my head. “No idea, but Mateo’s right. There’s no way they just stumbled that close to us.”
Mateo tilts his head. “Unless they were followed. Let’s face it, none of them are trained to shake a tail.”
“Even if they know where we are, what can we do? We can’t move, because the people out there…” Lisa sweeps her hand north to indicate the recon teams. “…won’t know where to find us when they come back.”
She’s right and there’s no way to communicate with them. Plus, without knowing who’s giving us up to the enemy, there’s nothing to stop the traitor from divulging our new location. “Until the others get back and we’ve identified the mole, we can’t do shit.”
Silence settles over the table for a long few moments, frustration rattling my bones, reminding me that I’m weaker than I once was and helpless to change our circumstances.
Mateo pounds the table with his fist. “This is fucked up. We’re not just going to sit here and wait for them to make the next move.”
I sigh and run a hand through my hair. “I agree and I’m open to suggestion.”
“We need to find the fucker working against us.”
“We have a long game for that.”
“And how’s that working out for us?”
I study the cooling coffee in my cup before reaching for the pot and topping it off. “How do you propose doing that without tipping off the target?”
“Maybe tipping them off isn’t such a bad idea. If they run, at least we’ll know who it is.”
“Not until everyone’s back.”
Lisa’s gaze bounces between the two of us before settling on me. “Why not?”
“If they bolt, the most likely place they’d go is to the Union where they’ll be a valuable asset for the Uprising. We can’t risk it. We need to control things for now.”
“Won’t be easy,” Mateo grunts. “We can beef up patrols and widen the perimeter.”
“What about some kind of protective barrier?” Lisa asks.
Not for the first time, I realize I tend to underestimate her. “Like what?”
“Well, with all the C-4 Evan’s team brought back, can we create a booby trap? We have more of that explosive stuff than we need. What about using it to make landmines or something?”
“Landmines are too dangerous,” I say. “But I think you’re on to something. The Uprising kept people from leaving. We need to turn that around and keep people out. Something more than we’re already doing.”
Mateo nods, rubbing his chin. “Some physical barriers as well as fortification.”
An idea begins to take shape. “The lake is a natural barrier, that takes care of the north.”
“That leaves three sides to secure. The Union has their wall, we need our own.”
“Something not easily scaled from the other side.” My gaze travels our surroundings where we have an abundance of trees for lumber, and mud and grass for stucco. It’s going to be a huge job, but we have enough bodies to get it done quickly.
“What about electronic surveillance?” Lisa asks.
“Do you have something I’m not aware of?”
She shakes her head. “No, but Jack…” her voice trails off. Her boyfriend isn’t here. “Maybe Tony could…”
“That’ll take someone going into the Union to get what we need. Although, if anyone can pull it off, Tony can.”
   
Hammers banging against wood echoes off the partially constructed wall, nearly drowning out the grittiness of saws tearing through logs. I make another lap around the twelve-foot-tall structure taking shape, noting everyone’s body language. The camp is on edge after last week’s ambush, but no one single response sticks out. No one I can pinpoint as the traitor.
Mateo approaches with the surveillance devices he and Tony picked up in the Union. For obvious reasons, only me, Mateo, Lisa and Tony know we have them. “How do you want to do this?”
“Tonight, after dark.”
“We should scout locations now.”
“Yeah. I’ll meet you at the gate in ten.” I return to my tent and grab a cane. Normally, walking the kind of distance we need for this mission, I’d take Asshole, but leaving camp in the hoverchair will draw attention.
Mateo’s waiting for me at the gate, and we head out under the pretense of examining the effort on the other side. Workers are busy applying a clay-based plaster to make it harder to scale. Chase, the dude who was on the train with Ev before she was captured by the Uprising, is supervising the crew. He glances our way as we pass. I give him a brief nod. “Looking good.”
He grins and wipes his forehead with his palm. “It’s coming along. We should be finished with this stretch today.”
Mateo and I walk east until we reach the corner of the wall where Paolo, the cousin of Tony’s co-worker Stevie, is supervising another team.
He glances up and gives us a brief wave before pointing at a section. “There’s wood showing through here.”
Watching Unis doing construction, something most of them have no experience with, is entertaining as hell. It’s clear they’re out of their element, but they keep at it like determined puppies learning a new trick. Mateo and I continue until we’re beyond where the sentries can spot us, even with binoculars. Scanning the ground for locations to hide the equipment, we mark spots with rocks so they’ll be easier to find tonight. Once we have a broad perimeter mapped out, we start back to camp.
“Where should we put the monitor?” Mateo asks.
“My tent.” I still have the larger tent. Not only is there enough room in there for the monitoring equipment to detect anyone approaching camp, it’s become the backup meeting location during bad weather. Which means other members of leadership can come and go without raising suspicions.
Back at camp, Mateo gives me a brief nod. “Meet me by the lake at two.” Then saunters off toward the mess area.
With everyone focused on security, there isn’t much training going on, leaving me with a brief period of free time, which I spend at the rehab gym Marcus and Sonia had built. Two hours later, I’m drenched in sweat, but satisfied with my progress. After cleaning up, I head to Draya’s tent to take her to dinner. Mateo and I are taking turns at the moment, but eventually she’ll have more access to other members of camp, making her approachable to someone seeking an ally against us. Her history is well-known throughout camp, although most of them probably only know the gossip version.
Draya’s ready and waiting, and we walk together to the mess area for dinner. She started eating with the rest of us a few nights ago to get everyone used to seeing her. She still has an escort at all times, but that will be relaxed in the coming days. We’re accelerating our plan to get her into wider circulation after the ambush.
Dinner is fish tacos, two things that don’t belong together, but Lisa assures me is very popular with Unis. Draya picks up a taco and studies it before taking a sniff and wrinkling her nose. “It smells weird.”
I glance at my own meal of warm corn tortilla with grilled fish from the lake, some weedy-looking green stuff, and white sauce. It doesn’t resemble any taco I’ve eaten either in the Union or Mexico. I take a bite and let the flavors mix on my tongue. It’s strange but good. I swallow and wipe the sauce running down my chin. “Try it.”
She eyes me skeptically as she leans over her plate to take a bite. I watch her for a reaction, but in typical Draya fashion, she gives nothing away. “It’s edible.”
I laugh. “It’s okay to say you like it.”
The corner of her mouth lifts before she takes another bite, a piece of greenery falling to her plate where she picks it up and stuffs it in her mouth. “What’s the next step in ‘Operation Draya to the Rescue’?”
I set my taco down and wipe my hands on a napkin before taking a swig of beer. “Tonight’s bonfire might be good for letting people see you in a different setting.”
She swallows and nods, reaching for my beer.
“Nope.” I grab the bottle and move it out of her reach.
She narrows her gaze over her mug of tea. After dinner we head to the fire pit. We’re the first to arrive and I start the fire. Not long after, Evan’s family arrives. Barklyn bounds over to me and drops a rope tied into the shape of a bone at my feet. His tongue hangs out as he stares at me from beneath long bangs that conceal his eyes, like a small, scruffy sheepdog. I pick up the rope and chuck it. He chases after, returning shortly and dropping it at my feet again, tail wagging expectantly.
While I play with Barklyn, I observe the gathering crowd as they eye Draya. Conversation is stilted at first, but as she sits quietly beside me, it picks up and returns to the normal topics of the day’s activities, plans for tomorrow, and a healthy dose of camp gossip. Gunther arrives to escort Draya to her tent. She leaves without a glance back. When she’s out of sight, all eyes turn to me.
“What’s going on?” Eddie asks, his words laced with anger. Not that I can blame him.
I open my mouth to respond, but Mateo answers first, which is probably best. “She’s helped us with a few things around here and we’re thanking her with a little more freedom.”
“I don’t even understand why she needs to be here,” Christine says, her comment directed squarely at me.
“We can’t let her go and we have nowhere else to send her,” I say.
“Six feet under would suit her just fine,” Eddie says.
I close my eyes in a bid for calm and contemplate pulling him aside later and filling him in on the plan. He can be trusted, but his honest reaction gives our plan the credibility it needs.
I stick around for another hour before returning to my tent to set up the monitoring equipment until it’s time to meet Mateo at the lake.
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CHARCOAL SOUP

Evan
Smoke. Fire!
I bolt up and scramble out of bed, tripping over my feet as I lunge for the door. “Bryce!” I rush down the hall toward the front of our rental house, the acrid odor only growing stronger. I slide across the wood floors on my socks into the kitchen where Bryce is standing beside the stove. A smoking skillet sits atop the front burner and an empty bucket is hanging from his hand, water dripping from the stove onto the floor.
He glances up at me with a sheepish grin. “I was making pancakes. Now…” He leans over and glances at the pan. “It’s more like charcoal soup with some charred lumps.”
“Wh-what on earth…”
“So, I guess I had this thing too low to the flame or something. It’s not exactly like the stoves back home. I went out to the well to grab some water for coffee and when I came back, the pancakes were flaming.”
I shake my head and push past him, opening the window to let the smoke out. “Even I know better than to leave with something cooking on the stove.”
“I’ve been cooking on this thing for a week now, it’s not like I didn’t know what I was doing.”
I eye him. “Clearly you didn’t.”
“I’ll clean up this mess, then we can go into town for breakfast. We still need to find jobs anyway.”
“You should avoid restaurant work.”
“Ha-ha. Funny.”
Thirty minutes later, the kitchen cleaned, we hike into town. The brisk morning air bites at my cheeks. We’ll need heavier coats soon. Another chance to find out what’s going on in that back aisle at the trading post. The wooden sign above the cafe creaks as it sways on rusty hinges. Bryce pulls the door open, unleashing a series of bells. Inside, a bustling morning rush greets us. A fireplace to the left provides heat and the warmth of conversation creates a welcoming atmosphere.
“Just the two of you?” a girl asks, looking beyond us.
“Yes, please.” I follow her to a table by the window across from a long counter, reminding me of the retro diners that are popular in the Union, except this one is authentic. There are no illuminated menus in the tables here and no vintage jukeboxes. Instead, silverware chiming against porcelain and the constant hum of voices provides the background track.
When we’re seated, the girl jerks her chin at a chalkboard beside the table. “There’s the breakfast menu. Ollie will be your server. She’ll be by shortly. Can I get you anything to drink?”
I glance quickly at the menu, hoping they have coffee, but all I see is tea and water. “Tea, please.”
“Make that two,” Bryce adds.
The girl scurries off, and it doesn’t take long to see our choices are limited. Eggs, flapjacks, sausage, bacon. The girl returns with two mugs of hot water and two tea bags. “Here ya go. Enjoy.”
A girl in a pair of jeans riding low on her hips and a cropped t-shirt appears beside our table. “Hi. I’m Ollie, I’ll be your server. What can I getcha?”
A phenomenal crash from the kitchen brings conversation to a halt as all heads turn toward the ruckus. A boy with sandy blond hair backs out of the swinging doors, his hands up. “I’m sorry, Mal, so sorry.”
A beefy man, dressed in white, follows him out, a stained apron wrapped around his substantial belly. “I know you are, Jared, but I hafta let you go. I can’t afford you no more. Your butterfingers are gonna put me outta business.”
“But, Mal—”
“I’m sorry, Jared.”
Jared’s chin drops to his chest as he slowly unties his apron and drops it on the counter before sulking out the front door, only lifting his head for a moment to lock gazes with Ollie.
In the kitchen, broken dishes scrape across the floor as someone cleans up the mess. Ollie shakes her head and mutters, “Shit.” With a sigh, she returns her attention to us. “So, what’ll it be?”
“Ollie!” the beefy man, Mal, calls.
“In a minute, Pa.”
Bryce and I quickly order, and when Ollie disappears into the kitchen, Bryce nudges me with his foot.
“What?”
“What do you mean, ‘what’? Did you miss what just went down? A job just landed in our laps.”
“My lap, you mean. You tried to burn our house down this morning.”
He rolls his eyes but doesn’t argue. When Ollie returns with our food ten minutes later, Bryce kicks me under the table again.
I glare at him. “Quit doing that.”
Ollie sets the plates in front of us. “Can I getcha anything else?”
As Bryce’s foot comes toward my shin again, I jerk it out of his reach, then stomp on his arch with my heel. He yelps and Ollie turns her attention to him. He grins, giving her both his dimples, but her expression remains unchanged.
“Alright, well, I’ll be around if you need somethin’.”
She heads back to the kitchen while I dig into my breakfast.
“Why didn’t you say anything to her?” Bryce asks. “It’s clear her dad’s in charge.”
“Have you ever looked for a job?”
“I have a job, so yeah.”
“You had a job handed to you.”
“Whatever.”
“Well, the only job I’ve had is the one you engineered for me with Tony. But I’m pretty sure you don’t just ask someone to hire you while they’re handing you a plate of eggs.”
“If you don’t ask before we leave, I’m going to approach her.”
“I’ll do it, just—”
“Do it before we leave. You know how this town works. They want to hire people they know and trust. But if you step up now before they have a chance to ask someone else, you stand a better chance.”
“Fine.”
When Ollie brings the check, I twist in my seat before Bryce gets any ideas about aiming his stupid feet at my legs again. “Hey.”
Ollie glances up.
“I was wondering… Are you hiring? I mean, after what happened…”
Her mouth forms a slack O as her attention shifts to Bryce briefly before returning to me. “You’re the new folks in town.”
“Yes,” I answer even though it wasn’t a question.
“How long you here for?”
“At least through the winter. We’re looking for family, but with the weather turning bad, we needed to settle until spring.”
She nods, tapping her chin with her index finger. “Let me talk to Pa, but it could work. Got any restaurant experience?”
I have zero. “Yeah. Lots.”
“Perfect. Tell ya what, come by at five tomorrow morning. We’ll give you a try. If it doesn’t work out, at least we have Jared’s shift covered.”
“Oh, wow, thanks.”
She nods and heads to the counter with the cash Bryce handed her for our meals. She stops and turns back to me. “Just don’t break nothin’.”
Bryce waggles his eyebrows at me. “See?”
I roll my eyes and push up. “Whatever. That’s one job down, one to go. Let’s get you employed.”
Outside, we continue down the main road, popping in and out of businesses, but it isn’t until late afternoon that Bryce lands a construction job. With that settled, we return to the trading post just before dusk to pick up something to cook for dinner and some warmer clothes for the two of us. So far, everything is going according to plan, which is a really bad omen.
   
I balance the wooden crate of dirty dishes on my hip while I wipe down the table. The bells above the door chime behind me and I turn to greet the next customer only to find Bryce. He gives me a weak smile. After five days on the job, he looks like the walking dead from Colin’s favorite vintage zombie movies.
“You want something to eat?” I ask him.
He nods and drops onto a stool at the counter.
Ollie sets a glass of water in front of him. “The usual?”
He nods again, as if speaking is too much effort.
Ollie glances at me and I nod. She’ll put his meal on my tab. This town operates on a combination of cash from the Union, the Northern Territories, and Mexico, and credits that can be used at all local businesses. I’m paid in credits. Bryce gets cash.
“We’re pretty slow. You can take off,” Ollie says.
After dropping the dirty dishes off in the kitchen and tossing the towel in the laundry, I untie my apron and hang it on the hook.
When I turn back, Ollie’s grinning at me. “You made it through your first week without breaking anything. That’s quite an accomplishment.”
“Thanks.” While I might have lied about my restaurant experience, working in the mess tent with Lisa paid off. There are a lot of similarities, and the biggest difference is that customers here don’t serve or clean up after themselves.
She hands me a card with my credits for the week, minus the food Bryce and I have eaten at the cafe. “Enjoy your day off and I’ll see you on Sunday.” She gives me a wink. “That’s our busy day.”
I stifle a groan, because this place has been crazy busy every day I’ve worked. If Sunday is their busy day, I may be as dead as Bryce looks by the end of it. Ollie wraps up Bryce’s sandwich and we head back to the house.
“Another rough day?” I ask.
“No worse than yesterday. Did you know you have muscles here?” he asks, rubbing a spot on his torso.
I laugh and shake my head. “Did you forget everything you learned in Grade 12 anatomy? I mean, you took it twice.” Pretending to be a student so he could work undercover at our school to keep tabs on the mayor’s daughter meant he had to repeat his last year of compulsory education.
He gives me a side-eyed glance before grumbling something. The walk home is short and when we’re inside, I build a fire while Bryce slumps in a chair at the kitchen table. I forgot to get something for me to eat, so I grab two plates and two glasses, pouring us some water from the bottle I filled at the well this morning. Then I unwrap his sandwich and take half of it. Surprisingly, he doesn’t complain.
I clean up after we’re done eating and expect him to head to bed, but instead he collapses on the couch. Putting his feet up on the coffee table, he tilts his head back and closes his eyes.
“You’re off tomorrow?” I ask.
“Next two days.”
“We should go to the trading post. I’ve got credits to spend and we can look around some more.”
He opens his eyes and swivels his head toward me. “I may be dead tomorrow.”
I sit beside him and shove his shoulder hard enough that it rocks his body. “God, you are such a lightweight.”
With a groan, he sits forward and levels me with a hard stare. “You try hauling bags of cement, mixing concrete, and dragging two-by-fours for ten hours a day.”
I want to point out that guys in the Ruins do that and more, but being compared to the strong, rugged Ruins men is likely still a sore spot. “Fine, you’re a martyr who’s lucky to be alive. I get it.”
He closes his eyes again. “I don’t have the strength to move to my room. Just throw a blanket over me before you go to bed.”
I stifle a laugh and dig the blanket I grabbed from the Ruins house and washed in the creek, draping it over him before padding down the hallway toward my room.
“Evansville?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for not giving up on me.”
I turn back and stand at the threshold to the living room. “What are you talking about?”
“I know I’m an ass. You could’ve cut me out of your life. Thanks for not doing that.”
With a sigh, I walk over to the couch and take a seat beside him. “Bryce, you’re frustrating and have some serious character flaws, but I’ve got plenty of my own. It would’ve been pretty hypocritical of me to do that to you.”
He struggles to get himself upright. “But I went out of my way to manipulate things to get what I thought I wanted.”
“Yeah. I’m not a fan of that, by the way.”
“I’m not proud of it. I’ve been talking to Talia a lot lately. She recognized what I was doing with my life. My oldest sister, Rina, did the same thing. First with our mom and then with the boys she dated and now her husband. I guess I paid more attention to her than I realized.”
“You didn’t have your dad, so I guess it makes sense you’d look up to your oldest sister for guidance.”
“Maybe, but it’s no excuse. I knew what I was doing was unfair to you.”
I cock my head to study him. “What’s with all this change of heart lately?”
“I have a kid to raise, and I need to be someone he can be proud of. Right now…” He closes his eyes and swallows. “I’m not.”
“I wasn’t going to say anything, but…”
“But?”
“When you were talking about Rainey, about not giving up. You have to. No means no. Anything else is harassment.”
“I said I’m not giving up, not that I’m going to stalk her. She knows how I feel. The ball’s in her court. I just meant that I was willing to wait awhile for her to realize she still has feelings for me. I’m in no hurry to move on. I’ve learned my lesson.”
I open my mouth to respond to the most mature thing he’s ever said to me, but a soft snore tells me he won’t hear it anyway. Tucking the blanket around his shoulders, I pad down the hall and climb into bed thinking about how much both of us have changed over the past two years. He’s changing for the better, but I’m less sure about myself.
   
As the outside temperatures continue to drop, the sheer number of bodies inside the restaurant combined with the constantly glowing fireplace keeps the interior a few degrees above cozy. I use my shoulder to swipe a stray hair from where its clinging to the sweat on my face.
“Take this to table four.” Ollie hands me a plate of eggs while carrying on a conversation with one of the cooks in the back.
Holding the plate in one hand, I maneuver between tables and twirl past a customer scooting a chair back, narrowly avoiding being plowed into, and deliver the meal to Lola.
She smiles at me, the corners of her eyes crinkling to match the deep wrinkles etched into paper-thin skin. “Thank you, my dear.” Her hand, fingers gnarled with untreated arthritis, shake as she reaches for her fork.
“Can I get you more tea?”
“That would be lovely, dear.”
I take her teacup with me to the counter and set it down in front of Mal. “Refill for Lola.”
He grumbles a response under his breath and throws down the screwdriver he’s using to scrape something off the counter. I squint at the dark green blob, trying to figure out what it could be, just as a couple of regulars who work with Bryce amble up and take seats.
“What can I get you?” I ask them, still not sure of their names.
“Potatoes, scrambled eggs, and sausage,” says a blond kid with more muscles than hair.
“Same,” says the girl, sporting short dark hair with streaks of gray, making her appear older than her flawless skin would indicate.
I write their order on my pad and tear it off before clipping it to the carousel. The head cook twirls it around to read it before pulling two clean plates from the stack beside him. With practiced precision, he flips his spatula and two sausage links land in the center.
When I turn back, the girl is studying me. “Your boy Bryce is a hard worker.”
“Yeah. He’s that. But he’s not my ‘boy.’ We’re just friends.”
The corner of her lip quirks up, because of course she’s interested in him.
Mal sets Lola’s tea in front of me just as Ollie calls out, “Table seven.”
“Be right there,” I say before delivering Lola her tea and rushing to table seven for their order. By the time my break rolls around two hours later, my body aches like I’ve worked my entire shift even though it’s only half over. In the break room behind the kitchen, I wolf down a sandwich. The bread is made with a natural sourdough yeast that needs to be fed every few days to keep it alive. It’s crusty on the outside, but soft and airy inside, and more rustic than anything we have in the Union.
Ollie enters and hangs her apron on the hook before dropping into the chair across from me. “Almost two weeks in and you’re the best employee we got.”
I lift an eyebrow, because we both know that’s not true.
“Well, besides me, of course.”
I shake my head. “Hardly, but I appreciate the compliment.”
“Okay, maybe you’re not the fastest, and you don’t always get the orders right, but the customers love you. They say you’re friendly and polite. If you treat them right, they’ll put up with gettin’ the wrong food every now and again.”
“I like people. Everyone has an interesting story to tell.” I lean over my plate and take another bite.
She watches me and my cheeks flush under the scrutiny, worried a piece of food will pop out mid-chew. To ensure this doesn’t happen, I press my lips firmly together as I swallow and wash it down with some water. Her attention is still fully on me when I set my glass on the table.
“What?”
She grins and shakes her head. “I was just thinking about what you said. About how everyone has a story to tell. Bet you’re no different. We should go to Red’s some night. Have a few beers and share stories.”
I take another drink of water to buy myself time. I’ve been careful about getting too close to anyone here. I’ve done the best I can to be honest about my life, without revealing where I was born. I’ve kept most of my family history so it’s easier to remember my backstory. I figured the closer it was to the truth, the less chance I’d screw it up.
“It was just a suggestion. You don’t have’ta if you don’t want.”
“No, no. It’s…you’re the first person to ask me to do something like that. I was just surprised.”
Her features relax when she realizes I wasn’t rejecting her offer. “Yeah, the locals here can be pretty uptight. Giant sticks up their asses most of the time.”
I let loose a laugh so forceful, the water in my mouth nearly comes out my nose. Once I’ve coughed myself red and Ollie has pounded on my back, I glance up, tears escaping the corners of my eyes, and nod. “Yeah, we should definitely go to Red’s.”
She grins broadly, seemingly satisfied she didn’t almost kill me. “Good. How ‘bout tonight? They have a singin’ contest that always results in prime entertainment once the drinks’ve been flowin’ for a bit.”
In addition to the promised entertainment value, getting the locals to loosen up might be just what I need to find out more about what’s going on around here.
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LEARNING TOWN SECRETS

Evan
I slip on my new boots and pull the soft brown leather over my jeans before tying the laces. After yanking a heavy cable-knit sweater over my head, I grab my jacket and open the front door just as Bryce arrives. His eyes have the same dark circles that have marred them since he started this job.
He gives me a quick once over, noting my attire. “Heading out?”
“Ollie invited me to a bar that apparently involves copious amounts of alcohol and singing.”
The corners of his mouth lift. “Is that so?” He glances around the room quickly, for what I don’t know. “Give me five minutes to change and I’ll come with you.”
“No offense, but you look like shit. Plus, she asked me, not us. This is my chance to get to know her outside work, gain her trust. And to see the locals drunk. Maybe they’ll be more talkative after a few drinks.”
“Which is why I’m coming with you.”
I push my hand against his shoulder until he falls against the arm of the couch, lacking the stamina to resist me. “I’m going alone. I think she’ll open up more if it’s just the two of us. You befriend your co-workers, and I’ll take care of mine.”
He sighs. “I’m too tired to argue.”
“See you later,” I call as I head out the door. It’s a short walk to Red’s and the tinny echoes of live music greet me as I approach. I haven’t heard live music beyond Colin’s occasional campfire serenades in a long time. Beyond my prime objective of learning town secrets, I’m looking forward to a little camaraderie with someone I happen to like. Ollie is irreverent and funny. My type of person.
Inside, bodies occupy every chair around the small tables and are packed into the spaces between. Ollie waves me over to the bar where a lone empty stool remains. A half-drunk beer sits on the counter in front of her. I squeeze my way through the thick crowd and take a seat.
Ollie leans over and gives me a quick hug. “I’m so glad you made it. I’ve had to threaten at least three people to keep your seat for you.”
“Thanks.”
The bartender slides a paper napkin in front of me. “What’ll it be?”
I glance at the board above the bar. “Um, a lager, I guess.”
He eyes me from beneath bushy eyebrows, but grabs a glass without further question, and pours me a dark brew, setting it in front of me before moving down to the next customer.
“Is it always like this in here?” I ask.
“Only on open mic night.”
I twist toward the stage where there’s no microphone because there’s no power. Candles and solar-powered lanterns provide plenty of light. The music streaming out of the bar when I first arrived has halted and a guy around my age in faded jeans, T-shirt, and green flannel tied around his waist strums a guitar beside the stage, making minor adjustments to the tuners.
I take a sip of beer and incline my head in the direction of the guy warming up. “He any good?”
She smirks. “He thinks he is.”
A waitress in a short skirt and black tights steps onto the stage with an empty tray in one hand. “Please give it up for our first performer, Justin.”
The crowd provides lukewarm applause as Justin takes the stage, but in an amazing show of respect, all conversation stops as he sits on a wooden stool and clears his throat. He strums a few chords and begins to sing something I don’t recognize, but more than a few people are moving their lips, so either it’s a familiar song out here, or Justin sings it a lot on open mic night.
Justin winks at the audience as if he’s a rock star, but even without knowing the song I can tell his voice isn’t hitting the notes, at least not the same notes his fingers are strumming. He’s a decent guitarist though, and when his set is over, I join the others in a standing ovation.
At least a dozen more acts perform, each with varying degrees of talent, all of whom receive the same enthusiastic applause at the end of their performances. When the last woman leaves the stage, conversation resumes.
Beside me, Ollie knocks her knee into mine. “What’d ya think?”
“Entertaining. Especially the guy who sang in a falsetto for half of what clearly was a duet.”
She laughs and takes a drink. “Yeah, that’s Gaius. He’s…interesting.”
I signal the bartender for another beer and when he returns with a refill, I lift my glass to clink against Ollie’s. “Thanks for inviting me. This was fun.”
“Thanks for coming.”
We take a sip and I watch her out of the corner of my eye, wondering how best to get her talking. “What about you? You do any singing?”
“Nope.” She sets her glass down and spins it slowly with the tips of her fingers. “But I’ve heard you singing when you do the dishes. You’re good. You should give it a go next time.”
I shake my head. “I don’t sing for other people.” In fact, I haven’t sung for anyone but myself since the time Colin convinced me to get up onstage at a bar in the Ruins last year. The night we ran into Ally.
“Maybe you should. This town could use someone who knows what a note looks like and how to hit it.”
“It’s more fun to be in the audience. I mean, I wouldn’t want to take a chance on missing Gaius because I was warming up backstage.”
She glances at her watch. “I…crap, I’m late. I gotta run.”
“You have a curfew?” It’s not even midnight. I assumed she was my age, but maybe she’s younger, or maybe Mal is overprotective. He doesn’t seem the type, but people are often not what they seem.
An odd expression crosses her face. “He, uh, my dad likes me home before it’s too late.”
Glancing around the still-packed bar, I wonder if there’s something more I need to know. “Should I get an escort home?”
“What? Oh, no. This town’s safe if nothing else.” She throws some bills onto the bar. “Look, I gotta go. See ya.” She turns and bolts out the door, leaving me staring after her.
I pull out my credits to pay for my drinks and stuff my arms into my jacket, taking another quick look around, thankful my knife is hidden in my boot as I walk the short distance back to our house. Alone. In the dark. Wondering what spooked Ollie.
   
Saturday is the only day Bryce and I have off together, and we walk to the center of town for breakfast. At the end of the street we turn right toward a bakery that’s rumored to make decent bagels. The place is tiny, and a line stretches out the door, yawning across the sidewalk.
It moves faster than expected, and once we’re inside, I see why. Nearly a dozen staff buzz behind the counter, including poor Jared, the guy whose job I now have. Because they only make one thing—bagels—and only one flavor—plain—they form an assembly line. One person slices the bagels before another places them on a grate above the stove to toast, a third person transfers the toasty slices to the counter where they slather a thin layer of what looks like cream cheese on top.
Bryce orders two bagels and two teas, stepping to the side until they’re ready. Every table inside the small establishment is full, so we take our food outside to eat. A firepit in the center of the patio provides enough warmth to keep it from being completely miserable. Around us, small groups and individuals fill most of the spots, but we find a couple of seats at a small round table out of earshot of the rest of the diners but also away from the heat of the fire.
Bryce takes a bite of his sandwich and sets it down before wiping his mouth. “Did you learn anything last night?”
“I learned this town likes to drink. A lot. And that none of them can sing very well.”
The corner of his mouth lifts. “Anything useful?”
I grab my sandwich and stand. “I’m freezing. Let’s finish this at home.”
On the walk to the house, I share the events of my evening, including Ollie’s abrupt departure.
Bryce rubs his jaw. “It’s odd, but it might not mean anything.”
“Yeah, I thought about that, too.” We turn up our sidewalk and push through the front door. I light the burner below the kettle while Bryce gets plates from the cabinet.
Once we’re seated, he rubs his hands on his thighs, staring down at his half-eaten bagel. “Or it could mean everything.”
“Do you know something I don’t?”
“Maybe. I overheard something yesterday about a shipment passing through. And since the parties involved shut up when they realized I was close makes me think it’s not work related.”
“What did you hear?”
“Brody was talking to Marilyn. Just boring stuff at first like plans for the weekend and some girl Brody has a thing for. I was transferring cement bags by wheelbarrow. My last trip took me longer than expected because the damn thing tipped over on me. They must’ve thought I was done or were so wrapped up in their conversation they didn’t hear me coming. Brody said, ‘Shipment’s Monday night. Can you be there?’ Marilyn said, ‘Yeah. Usual time?’ When Brody saw me, he clamped his lips together. I kept going like I didn’t hear anything, but they didn’t even try to play it off like they were talking about something else. I think they were so freaked that I might’ve heard them that they didn’t know what to do.”
“What do you think they were talking about?”
“I don’t know, but I’m sure as hell going to find out.”
“How?”
He crosses his leg over his thigh and bounces his knee. “It’s a small town. Shouldn’t be hard to figure out where a secret shipment might arrive in the middle of the night.”
“It’s not that small.”
“There’s only one main road in and out of town.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Why would someone doing something under the cover of darkness use the main road?”
“Think about what we already know, Evansville.” He holds out an index finger. “Someone has been ripping off Uprising shipments.” He adds his middle finger. “There’s a hidden area in the trading post that appears to house the same sort of things that could be stolen from the Uprising.” Ring finger. “There’s a secret conversation about a shipment.”
“You think they’re getting ready to hit the Uprising again?”
His eyes hold a mischievous glint. “That’s my best guess. We didn’t just stumble upon this town. We came here on purpose. Everything we’ve discovered is lining up with what we already knew. And your friend, Ollie? Maybe she’s in on this, too. It explains her strange behavior. If this town is behind the attacks in the area, everything we’ve learned so far fits.”
He’s right. We came here for a reason. We came here for this reason. But could it be that simple? “Let’s say you’re right. Let’s say that’s exactly what’s happening. We go out there and watch them attack an Uprising supply convoy, then what?”
“Then we find out everything we can about their operation and approach them about combining forces.”
“Yeah, that’s all.” Couldn’t be easier.
“See if you can find out how much your Ollie knows.”
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WE’LL BE LUCKY IF THEY DON’T KILL US

Evan
I dump the box of dishes beside the sink and wipe my hands on my apron before rushing to the counter to pick up the next order, delivering it to the proper table this time.
“Thanks,” the cheery bald guy says as I set his food before him.
I pause and give him a smile, appreciating his gratitude. On my way back to the kitchen, I bump a table with my hip, slurping the tea over the brim of the cup. “I’m so sorry.” I reach into my apron pocket to pull out a cloth and wipe it up. “Can I get you some more?”
“Oh, no thank you, dear. S’more than I can finish anyways,” Lola says. “How’re you settlin’ in?”
“Very well. Thank you.” I move on to take an order from the next table and add it to the queue.
Ollie’s behind the grill with Mal this morning. She winks as she spins the board to check out the newest order. “Told ya Sunday was busy.”
“I learned that just fine last week.”
“Didn’t want you to think it was a fluke.”
Shoving a chunk of hair from my face with the back of my wrist, I think about what Bryce suggested yesterday. If tomorrow is the big night, maybe I can get her talking tonight. “Hey. Got any plans for tonight? I was thinking about heading to Red’s.”
Her mouth morphs into a wide grin. “Hells yeah. I need to blow off a little steam.”
Mal glares in her direction and she rolls her eyes.
The rest of the day is a tsunami of customers that only grows. This is hardly the only restaurant in town, but for whatever reason, it’s the place to come on Sundays. By the time my shift is over, I’m more than ready for a drink at Red’s. After hanging up my apron in the kitchen, I call to Ollie that I’ll see her tonight and head home to change.
Bryce is pacing the living room when I enter the house. He glances up briefly as he completes another lap.
“What’s up?” I ask, when it’s clear he’s not going to volunteer anything.
“I think better when I’m moving.”
I glance over my shoulder at the street, then push the door wider. “There’s a big world out there just waiting for you to stomp all over it while you think.”
He shakes his head. “Too many distractions.”
I close the door behind me and cross over to the couch to sit before peeling off my shoes and socks. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s got you so worked up you’re wearing a divot in our floors?”
He halts and drops his gaze, as if I to check to see if I was serious. “I was thinking about what you asked me yesterday, about what to do once we find out what’s going on.”
I dip my head so I can see his face. “Yeah, and you had a plan for that.”
“The more I think about it, the more I’m not sure we can just approach them. They’re too suspicious, and we’re too new to town. They won’t trust us. We’ll be lucky if they don’t kill us when they realize we know what they’re up to.”
“Good point. Got a Plan B?”
“That’s what I’m working on.”
“It comes down to trust, so we get them to trust us.”
“That’s going to take more time than we have. If we don’t return in the next month, they’ll send a search party for us.”
He’s right. We’ve already eaten through nearly half of the two months we were allotted. “What if we report back with what we’ve found?”
“How? If we both go, that’ll be even more suspicious, and it’s too dangerous for either of us to go alone.”
“Then we have our work cut out for us. I’m meeting Ollie at Red’s tonight. I’ll do everything I can to get her to trust me, starting,” I glance at my watch, “in about an hour. I need to change.”
He nods and returns to his well-worn path. By the time I’m ready, Bryce has taken up a spot on the couch, gaze unfocused.
“I’m going now. Try not to think yourself into a coma while I’m gone.”
He lifts his head and turns toward the sound of my voice, but I don’t think he really heard me. “Okay.”
I yank my jacket closer around me, buttoning it up against the bitter wind. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my knit cap and tug it on before picking up the pace. When I reach Red’s, the soft glow of dozens of candles gives the tired space a homey feel. A thick guy stands behind the bar, drying a glass. A red ballcap is planted on top of his broad head, wiry strawberry blond hair pokes out from beneath it like dry straw. With the overalls and red plaid shirt, he resembles an overstuffed scarecrow.
He glances up as I approach and smiles. “Evan, is it?”
“That’s me.” I take a seat at the bar while I wait for Ollie. Bryce and I decided to use our real names here. Although there’s a chance that stories of a redheaded Union girl named Evan have worked their way across the Ruins, that can only help our cause at this point. But so far, no one seems to have heard of me.
“What’ll it be?”
I glance behind him at all the bottles, but nothing really strikes me. “What do you recommend?”
His grin broadens, and he gives me a bouncing nod, rubbing his hands together as if he’s just won first prize. “I have just the thing fer ya.” He grabs a tall glass and pops open the cap from an unlabeled bottle, pouring it carefully into the glass. Foam billows on top before trailing down the side as he pushes it across the bar to me. I lift the glass of dark brown stout and take a sip, licking the foam from my lip. The brew is bold, yet smooth with hints of chocolate. I set the glass down and lift an eyebrow at Red.
He grins again. “Good, ain’t it.”
“It is. What is it?”
“A little somethin’ I’ve been experimentin’ with.”
“Keep it up, it’s really good.” Joe tried his hand at brewing beer the last year I lived at home. I sampled a few of his concoctions, but none of them came anywhere close to the stuff Red just served me.
A couple of hands rest on my shoulders and squeeze hard. I turn to find Ollie taking the stool to my right.
Red flicks his wrist and a napkin slides to a stop in front of her. “The usual?”
She nods and turns to me. “How long you been here?”
I nod toward my glass. “This is my first. How’d the rest of today go?”
She blows out a breath and runs her fingers through her short spikey hair. “Not bad. After you left, things slowed down, and we were able to get all the prep work done for t’morrow.”
“That’s good.”
Ollie glances around the bar, taking in the other patrons before her gaze rests on me for an uncomfortably long moment.
I lick my lips, wondering if there’s some foam on them. “What?”
She grins and shakes her head. “Nuthin’. You’ve been here a bit now. Just wonderin’ what you think of our little town.”
Relief in the form of laughter comes out. “I like it. The town we come from is on the border of the Northern Territories. It’s a lot different here. Smaller, for one, plus a lot fewer transients. There’s something warm and inviting about that, though.”
She blinks a few times as she stares at me over her glass, stalled halfway to her mouth.
That’s the most I’ve ever said about myself, so maybe I shocked her. I won’t gain anyone’s trust by being too private, but at the same time, offering up too many details unasked is suspicious. Especially around here.
“Is it true you all have power up there?” She asks.
I nod. “Solar’s pretty common, and those who can afford it even have battery backup.” I take another sip and swallow. “Your turn.”
“My turn for what?”
“Tell me something about yourself.
“You know my dad, where I work, where I was born.”
“What’s the story behind your name?”
She snorts. “Oh, that. Yeah, my name is really Oleander. That’s some frilly shit right there. It never fit me, so my dad’s been calling me Ollie since I was a toddler.”
“Oleander. That’s pretty.”
“Pretty awful.”
We sit quietly as Ollie finishes her drink then orders a second. I nurse mine, determined to remain sober. “Why’s that your usual?” I ask nodding at her glass.
She shrugs. “Just like it, I guess.”
“Well sure, but there’s gotta be a story behind the first time you tried it.”
She grins and takes another swig, swallowing the amber liquid. “There’s always a story, ain’t there? ‘Bout two years ago, I was in here with my brother, Sage. He was showing off for this girl he was ‘in love’ with.” She uses air quotes. “What he didn’t know was that I was seeing her.”
I choke on my beer and fight to keep it in my mouth. “Wait,” I wheeze once I’m composed. “You and your brother were interested in the same girl? And he didn’t know?”
She laughs, pounding the counter with the palm of her hand. “Back then I was still figurin’ out who I was, so Sage had no idea. But the girl, Jessica, was pretty and interested in both boys and girls. It wasn’t serious or anything, but once I knew my brother was into her, I had to have a little fun. Right?”
I nod, grinning.
“Plus, I figured it would be more fun to show him than tell him. That night I asked Red for a recommendation, a drink of courage. He poured me this.” She lifts the glass and wiggles it a bit, before taking a sip. “I downed it in one shot, walked up to Jessica, buried my hand in her ponytail and kissed her right in front of Sage. Man, the expression on his face…” She pauses and her gaze drops to her glass. “That was the last time me and Sage hung out together before…” She shakes her head, as if clearing the memory. “Anyway.” Her fingers flutter, like it’s no big deal, but the anguish in her eyes doesn’t lie as easily.
My heart pounds as I stare at her, wondering what happened to Sage. He doesn’t work at the restaurant and she’s never mentioned him before. I place my hand atop hers. “Ollie, what happened to Sage?”
She blinks back unshed tears and pulls her hand from mine to signal for another drink. “Nothin’”
After Red refills her glass and walks away, I try again. “Ollie…”
Shaking her head, she swallows hard and stares up at the ceiling, taking deep breaths. “He wasn’t supposed to go. They promised.”
“Who promised what?”
A sharp breath escapes her nose and her face takes on harsh angles when she drops her gaze to me. “Why you askin’ so many questions?”
My hands fly up in a sign of surrender. “Sorry. It’s none of my business. I just, I thought we were friends, and maybe you’d feel better if you talked about it.”
She downs the last of her drink and throws some bills on the table. “You’re just an employee. And temporary at that. Leavin’ as soon as the spring thaw.” She grabs her coat from the stool next to her and shoves her arms into the sleeves as if she’s fighting someone. “You can come in late tomorrow since all the prep work’s done.” Then she turns and walks out of the bar, leaving me confused as hell. Again.
   
Not only did I go in late this morning, but Ollie kicked me out early since the cafe was super slow. I still don’t understand what she was alluding to last night with her brother, but she was cold to me all day. To the point where even Mal noticed, although he didn’t say anything. But the raised eyebrows in my direction made it clear he suspected something was up. I tried a couple of times to get her alone so I could apologize, but I wasn’t sure exactly how to approach it other than to say I was sorry for prying. Sure, I had hoped to get information out of her last night, but our conversation evolved naturally, and at the time I asked about her brother, I had no ulterior motives.
Since I have extra time, I fetch water from the well and set it on the stove to boil. I open the fresh pasta I picked up at the trading post and separate the strands. The metal lid rattles against the pot on the back burner as the sauce gently simmers, the aromas of fresh tomato and basil filling the kitchen. I keep a careful eye on it. Bryce may not be a chef in the making, but he’s not completely incompetent either, which makes me think this stove may be funky. The door opens and slams shut before Bryce stomps around the entry way.
I peer around the corner to find him standing, nose in the air. “Is that what I think it is?”
“If you think it’s anything other than homemade spaghetti without meat, you’re going to be sorely disappointed.”
He rubs his hands together, his eyes glazed over. “No, that’s what I’m thinking. Wow. Thanks.”
“I figured we could both use the energy. Tonight’s the night.”
Focus returns to his eyes as he hangs his jacket on the hook in the hall before rounding the corner into the kitchen and taking a seat at the small table. “Overheard something else today which could make things a little easier for us tonight.”
I toss a pinch of salt into the pot of boiling water, watching as it blooms, then toss in the pasta. While it cooks, I grab a couple of bowls from the cabinet. Unable to contain himself, Bryce gets up and heads for the stove. His fingers hover over the water, ready to fish out a noodle. I grab the wooden spoon from the counter and smack his wrist. “Wash your hands.”
Color creeps up his cheeks, but he heads outside where we keep soap, hand sanitizer, and towels beside the well. By the time he gets back, the pasta is drained and in bowls with a heaping portion of sauce ladled on top. He sits and digs into his meal, sucking a noodle into his mouth. It flops up his chin like a worm.
I stare at him, struck by how childlike he is in this moment. Watching him eat like a toddler, I wonder how I ever found him attractive. “Are you going to tell me what you overheard?”
“Oh, right.” He sets his fork down and wipes his chin. “I get the feeling not everyone in town is in on whatever’s going on. Brody and Mare where having more hushed conversations today, but they weren’t just trying to hide it from me. I was watching them from behind a stack of lumber and they were equally tight-lipped whenever anyone came near. But since they all think they’re just hooking up they don’t pay a lot of attention anyway.”
“How does that help us?”
He rolls his eyes. “That doesn’t help us, but now that I know they’re up to something, I’ve been trying to find out what without getting caught. It’s a lot harder than it sounds.”
“I didn’t think it sounded easy.”
“I noticed them slipping out back together throughout the day, so I planted a listening device and was able to pick up part of a conversation. The battery’s low and I was on the edge of its range, but I could make out where it’s going down tonight.”
I drop my fork into my bowl and stare at him. “Really?”
He grins. “Really. It pays to team up with a professional.”
While I don’t want to feed his ego, I have to admit, that was more than just a stroke of luck. I twirl my noodles around my fork absently. “So, I guess we need to plan a stakeout.”
He grins. “Now you’re speaking my language.”
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EAVESDROPPING

Cyrus
M ateo’s been in charge of Draya since I totally fucked up at including her in camp life, which has given me more time to uncover our traitor. I’ve had zero luck so far, but I’ve been watching everyone closely, even those I think we should be able to trust. Those who are completely above suspicion can be counted on one hand. Between missing Ev and feeling like I’m twisting in the wind on my sole focus, I’m snapping at everyone these days.
This morning I need to clear my head more than usual, so after a grueling workout, I walk the fence line, checking on progress and stewing in my own thoughts. The barrier only needs a few finishing details, and those require another trip into the Union. Mateo and I have been monitoring the surveillance system in my tent, but things have been quiet since the ambush. Either this is the calm before the storm, or the wall we built to keep people out is also keeping the guilty party in. No one leaves the compound without permission which only comes with a damn good reason.
When I hit the northeastern edge where the fence ends at the water’s edge, I stroll along the shore, wondering how to flush out the mole. Low voices rumble ahead of me, and I halt, slipping behind a tree. Normally I wouldn’t eavesdrop, but with someone ratting us out to the enemy, nothing is off limits. The deep tenor of two nearly identical voices soon becomes more distinct as I ease closer. My shoulders drop when I realize it’s Joe and David. I take a step forward to greet them but stop when Christine’s voice rises above theirs.
“Don’t act like you’re innocent in all of this, David.”
“Christine.” Joe’s voice holds a warning.
“He lied, Joe!”
“Keep your voice down,” Joe hisses.
David mumbles something.
“That’s no excuse,” Christine says. “God, I can’t believe you.”
“It’s hardly…” David’s voice drops to an undetectable level.
“Of course it is! This is my daughter we’re talking about.”
“I’m perfectly aware of that, but—”
“No!”
David responds again, too low to overhear.
“You know what she went through.”
“I tried to help her.”
“Joe, say something.”
“Christine,” Joe says. “I said leave it.”
“I will not leave it. We’re in this god-forsaken…camp, with them, and if that’s not bad enough, this is about to make it a lot worse.”
“David’s not going to say anything.”
My pulse, which had been pounding in my veins, skips a beat and my blood turns to ice. I clench my fists at my sides to keep from running in there and beating the shit out of him. If what they’re talking about has anything to do with what happened to Evan, I will end him. A rustling comes from behind me, and I whip around as Mateo eases into view. He knows how to move without making a sound, so either he’s trying to avoid sneaking up on me, or he’s just out for a walk. The noise he made, though, alerts the others to our presence. David shoots out to greet us faster than I would think a man of his age can move.
“Good morning. We’re just…fishing.” He shoves his dark hair back from his eyes with his hand as Joe and Christine join him.
“How’re they biting this morning?” Mateo asks.
Joe shrugs. “Caught a few so far. Not enough to feed the masses, but we’ll keep at it.”
I nod, not trusting myself to speak. While they’re obviously fishing, that’s not all they were doing, and I intend to find out what that conversation was about.
“What are you two up to this morning?” David asks.
“Inspecting the perimeter,” Mateo answers for the both of us.
Christine wipes her hands on her jeans. “We won’t keep you then.”
Mateo turns and begins in the same direction I was heading, and I fall in step beside him. As soon as we’re out of earshot, he says, “Guess we’ve been dismissed.”
“You got that feeling, too?”
He grunts a confirmation. “I was actually looking for you.”
“What’s up?”
“Two of the sensors stopped reporting back. I need to check it out.”
“Do you think they were moved?”
He shrugs. “Maybe. Or maybe the batteries are dead. Won’t know until I check it out. But since I need a reason to be outside the fence, figured I’d let you know and take Tony with me under the pretense of getting supplies.”
I nod, but my thoughts are still too wrapped up in what I just overheard as well as what I didn’t hear. My brain is desperately trying to fill in the gaps, and everything it’s coming up with is bad.
“We’ll leave shortly to make it believable. Plus, it wouldn’t hurt to get supplies while we’re out. We’ll be back in the morning.”
“Good.”
He narrows his gaze, clearly noting my mood, but he knows better than to ask. “That means you’re on Draya duty tonight.”
“Right. No problem.”
He slaps me on the back and takes off toward the center of camp while I take another lap, trying to make sense of this massive shitstorm.
   
Two more laps around the compound didn’t help. I’m just as confused now by what I heard as I was in the moment. The one person I need to talk to about it isn’t here, and I can’t discuss it with anyone until I talk to Evan. She has the right to hear it before anyone else. She might even know what it means. Since I have no idea when she’s going to be back, I spend the day wrapped up in my thoughts. After a while, though, I need to do something. Something physical, and head over to chop some wood. Someone’s already at work, the echoing of steel against wood reverberating off every surface. With the walls surrounding this place now, sounds are trapped inside, louder.
Alexander takes aim as I enter the clearing, the ax cleanly slicing the log in two. He flings both pieces onto a growing pile and grabs another one.
“Hey, Alexander. Why don’t you take a break?”
He whips around, a scowl on his face, and wipes his forehead with the back of his arm. “I needed to hit something.”
“Came here for the same reason.”
He nods. “Yeah.”
I should ask him how he’s holding up in the wake of Zak’s death, but he doesn’t seem like the type to share his feelings. “How’s Ilona?” I ask instead.
He shrugs. “Okay. Taking it pretty hard.”
“Yeah.”
With nothing left to say, he jogs off to the lake to clean up.
Using my pent-up frustration, I make quick work of the rest of the logs, load them onto the cart, and haul them over to the mess tent where Lisa’s busy prepping the dinner with lots of help, including Ty, Connor, and Ben. She glances up as I approach and gives me one of her most endearing smiles.
“Hey.”
“Cyrus. Hey, let me give you a hand with that.”
“I’ve got it.”
Ben drops the knife he was using to chop something and wipes his hands on his apron before walking over to me. I let him take over, because I know that’s what he wants.
Lisa pushes past the tables and approaches me. “I wanted to talk to you without the others overhearing.” Her voice is low, and she takes a quick peek over her shoulder to make sure no one is paying attention. “We’re about out of meat. Is anyone going hunting soon?”
“I can send a hunting party out tomorrow. The winters here are going to be tougher than what you’re used to.”
“I know. Sonia and Ally clued me in. I’m taking half of everything they bring us to dry or can for the winter months, but tonight’s meal has barely any meat in it. Some are bound to notice. No one from the Union is prepared for a harsh winter.” The silent concern in her eyes tells me all I need to know. She’s afraid they’ll be spooked if they think our food supply is dwindling. No telling what they’ll do if they fear they’ll starve.
I pat her shoulder. “I’m on it.”
As I set out to find a hunting party for tomorrow, a thought occurs to me, and before I’ve gone far, I veer toward Draya’s tent. Chase is on duty and calls to her.
She pokes her head out and scowls before making a show of dragging herself out to meet me. When we’ve walked in silence for a few minutes, she asks, “What did I do to deserve your company today?”
“I haven’t seen you in a while.”
“And whose fault is that? You pawned me off on your head oaf.”
“Mateo is a co-leader, and I didn’t pawn you off on him.”
“Well, he hates me.”
I close my eyes and let out a long sigh. “Dray, I thought it would be best if someone other than me was seen with you.”
“I’m not an idiot. I hear the camp gossip, same as anyone, even if no one talks to me. I know what went down with Evan’s parents that night at the bonfire. Your brilliant plan to make me one of you is never going to work. I’ll always be the enemy.”
“Isn’t that the plan? To get the other enemy to seek you out?”
She rolls her eyes. “Is that why you dragged me out here? To remind me of my failings?”
We’ve easily fallen back into old patterns of interacting, dating to childhood, and a small smile tugs at my lips. “No. I was wondering if you’d like to lead a hunting party tomorrow.”
She pauses mid-step and turns to face me. “You want me to take a bunch of Unis out hunting?”
“You’re still the best hunter I know, Dray.”
“They’ll never let you arm me.”
I sigh. “I know. But you don’t have to do the shooting. You can track. Most of them aren’t a bad shot, they’re just…less delicate.”
“They’re clumsy and loud, you mean.” She scowls, but nothing can hide the excitement flashing in her eyes. She wants this. Hell, she probably needs it. “Okay. I’ll do it. Under one condition.”
I raise an eyebrow.
“I don’t have to clean whatever it is we bring back.”
A full belly laugh comes out, because Draya never did like to clean her kills. She’d always bribe Ally or Connor into doing the dirty work. “Deal.”
We pivot and head in the other direction. My thoughts are once again drawn to the conversation I overheard this morning. Originally, I’d planned to talk to Draya then round up the rest of the hunting party, but I guess I was too busy inside my own head, because before I know it, we’re at the western wall and Draya’s still beside me.
“Something on your mind, Cy?” she asks with a teasing tone.
I shake my head, but she knows me too well.
“You’re the worst liar.”
“That’s not even close to true, and you know it. Do I have to remind you again about the snake?”
“Fine. I know something’s on your mind, though. You don’t have to tell me what it is, but don’t lie to me either. Trust works both ways.”
Guilt tightens my gut. “You’re right. I’ve got a lot on my mind…it’s not something I can talk about yet.” We turn south and walk along the wall in silence, but the longer we don’t speak, the more I need to tell someone about this. Without thinking through the wisdom of what I’m about to do, I blurt out what I overheard this morning.
Draya stops and puts a hand on my arm until I face her. “I don’t know what it means, Cy. I don’t. But it doesn’t necessarily have something to do with what happened to Evan. I never met her uncle and I never heard his name mentioned. If they knew who she was when we took her into custody, they would’ve swooped in and nabbed her from us. Now that we know they had the uncle in custody all along, they would’ve used her as leverage for whatever they were keeping him alive for.”
“None of this is right,” I growl. “Why was he kept alive? It can’t be just to get to Evan, unless…”
“Unless what?”
“Unless she’s the key to something we’re not aware of yet.”
“Or he is.”
“Yeah. That makes more sense. He claims not to know why he was kept alive. Said no one questioned him about anything. He doesn’t have any kind of major involvement with Kearney.”
“Do you believe him?”
“I thought I did, but now? I know he’s lying about something, and Ev’s mom and stepdad are in on it.”
“What are you going to do?”
I stare off toward where their tents are staked, though I can’t see them from here. “I don’t know yet.”
   
“You can’t be serious.” Eddie stalks toward me.
My shoulders dropping, I prepare to battle with my future father-in-law. “I assume this is about the hunting party?”
“I’m beginning to wonder whose side you’re on.”
Scratching the back of my head, I stare at my shoes for a moment, gathering all the patience I can find. “She’s the best damn tracker I’ve ever met, and we need meat. What would you have me do?”
“The same as we’ve been doing all summer.”
I stand upright and stare straight down into his unwavering gaze. “Summer’s ending and winters here are harsh. We won’t survive without food.”
Understanding colors his hazel eyes and he sighs. “Is this really worth the risk?”
“It is, or I wouldn’t have arranged it. She won’t be armed.”
“And if she runs?”
“Runs where? Back to the Union?”
He tugs his ear lobe. “Back to the Uprising where she can torture someone else.”
“If she returns now, they’ll kill her. They won’t wait for an explanation.”
“But she could give them our location.”
“She could, but she won’t. I know you have no reason to trust her and every reason not to, but I do. With my life and with your daughter’s.”
Flashes of anger shoot across his face before he pivots and marches off without another word.
Draya’s waiting for me outside her tent when I arrive. Her features briefly reveal her concerns about this mission, though she quickly hides it.
“What if they shoot me in the back and claim it was an accident?”
“That’s why I’m sending Ben with you.”
“Ben?”
“He’s twelve, Dray. He’s older than we all were when we started hunting. He’s not going to let them shoot you.”
“Alright. Have you thought any more about what we talked about yesterday?”
I let out a sharp laugh. “It’s all I’ve been able to think about.”
“I’ve got some ideas, but I’m not sure how they’ll work.”
“What kind of ideas?”
“To find out if David’s involved in the Uprising or if he’s the traitor.”
“Wait. You think he might be working against us?”
She shrugs. “It could be anyone, so why not him? Maybe they kept him alive for this. They knew you were behind the attacks on the camps last year. So why wouldn’t they think you’d try something else after they invaded the Union?”
I scratch a hand through my hair. Some of it makes sense, but could they have implanted him in our Resistance? If so, we walked right into it. It was a little too easy to break him out, but would he really turn on his own family? What could he possibly gain that would make him do that?
“What’s your plan to find out if he’s the traitor?”
“Instead of waiting for him to come to me, I’ll go to him.”
“If he’s the mole, why does he need you? If it was one of the other clowns, sure, but he’s a governor. I doubt he’d risk teaming up with you.”
“Yeah, I thought about that, but if I let him think I know it’s him and he has nothing to lose, maybe he’ll slip up.”
“Or maybe he’ll kill you.”
She shrugs. “That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”
“I’m not. We’ll figure something else out.”
She eyes me for a second before nodding. “Okay, but we’re running out of time.”
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CHANGE IN ATTITUDE

EVAN
L ast night’s argument with Ollie and our awkward interaction today still isn’t sitting right with me. The need to try to fix things between us is near overwhelming, although I can’t figure out why it’s so important. Our time here is for the mission, nothing more. I knew that coming in. So why does one girl I’ll never see again after we leave in a couple of weeks have the power to drive guilt deep into my soul like nails pounded into a two-by-four?
I’m not planning on blowing up her town or shooting her, but I am deceiving her. It’s no different than everyone else I’ve lied to since I was plunged into this insanity a year and a half ago. Maybe I can’t figure out why I feel this way, but I can figure out what to do about it.
Coat buttoned up to my chin, I walk back into town around the time I know Ollie will be leaving the cafe. When I arrive, instead of heading inside, I go around back and lean against the wall to wait for her.
Less than five minutes later, the door opens and Ollie steps outside. She stretches her neck to each side before looking up at the sky. I don’t want to scare her, so I make just enough noise that she turns toward me. Her exhausted features morph into anger followed by indifference. Indifference is worse.
“I came to apologize.”
“Again?”
“Look, I know I breached a boundary.”
“You’ve said.”
“Then why are you still angry with me?”
Ollie shrugs. “I don’t trust you.”
“Okay, but you’ve never trusted me. Why the sudden change in attitude? It sure seems like you’re mad at me.”
She takes in a deep breath and lets it out slowly before turning to connect her gaze with mine. “It’s not that I’m mad at you. I’m mad at myself.”
“I don’t understand. Mad at yourself about what?”
“The reason don’t matter. The point is, you’re closed off. You give up nothin’ about yourself, but you sure ask a lotta questions.”
She’s right and for a half second I consider telling her why Bryce and I are really here. Instinct, along with information we’ve gathered, plus time spent with her make me believe I can trust her. My mouth opens and closes several times, but the words don’t come. This isn’t just about me. It’s about Bryce and everyone in the Resistance. If I’m wrong, I could put them all in danger.
When I don’t respond, she turns her back and takes a few steps away from the cafe. “That’s what I thought.”
“Wait. Ollie.”
She pauses and swivels her head back in my direction, but her body is squarely facing away.
“Can we start over? I know I’m not the most open person.” I let out a short sigh. “You’re not the first one to tell me that. I want us to be friends, though. I like you.” No truer words have flowed from my mouth so easily.
She eyes me for a moment, her mouth pressed into a tight line. The hard glint in her eyes makes me think this is it. Whatever budding friendship we had is over, but the clenched muscles in her face release and she lets out a soft sigh. “We can try. That’s all I can promise.”
That’s enough for now. I may be leaving this town soon, but I genuinely like Ollie and in a different world, I think we’d be friends. “Thank you.”
“I have to go now. Tomorrow we’ll go to Red’s.”
“Okay.”
With that she turns and walks around the cafe, disappearing from view. Stuffing my hands back into my pockets, I trudge home wondering what it is about Ollie that makes me want to trust her. Jack is always telling me I have good instincts, but I think it’s more than that. What she said about her brother has been churning through my thoughts at a low level. How he wasn’t supposed to go, and she was promised something. I can’t stop wondering if the Uprising took him after saying they wouldn’t, which could make her a strong ally.
   
“Put this on.” Bryce tosses a black ski mask to me.
Leaning against the back of the couch, I pull it over my head, feeling more like a criminal than ever. He does the same, and once we zip up our dark jackets, we head outside to disappear into the night. A thick layer of clouds covers the sky, further darkening the ground in front of us.
Bryce reaches into the side pocket of his pants and pulls out a pair of glasses and hands them to me. “Here.”
I slip the arms into the eye sockets of my mask and Bryce reaches over to tap something on the side. Suddenly the inky black world around me lights up but is tinted in a weird green glow. I can make out the sidewalk, trees, and the road, as if I’m viewing the world through black and white film that has been dipped into fluorescent paint. Once Bryce has his own glasses situated, he steps down from the front porch and heads to the sidewalk.
Once we arrive at the main road, we parallel it while keeping our distance, remaining as quiet as possible, using touch and hand signals to communicate. Our steps are light and careful, to avoid alerting anyone to our presence, slowing our progress. Eventually we’re far out of town near where we first stumbled upon this settlement a few weeks ago.
Eerie silence surrounds us, making the hair on the back of my neck rise. I reach over and grab Bryce’s gloved hand and he squeezes my fingers, indicating he senses it, too. It’s more of a feeling than a sound—an energy that hovers in the space around us. We move farther away from the road.
Bryce pauses and pulls me back against him so he can whisper in my ear. “Let’s wait here.”
He lowers himself to lie on his stomach and I join him. My gaze sweeps the area, but I don’t see much. A few nocturnal animals scurry across the ground in search of their next meal. Bryce nudges my shoulder and points to our right. I squint through my glasses and note brief movement, then it’s gone. Could be the wind or a larger animal. Or something else entirely. A breeze ruffles the few remaining leaves clinging to branches, but also carries a scent. Something human. We’re close to whatever’s about to go down.
A low rumbling in the distance builds slow momentum. My shoulders tense, and I push into a squat, reaching into my waistband for my gun. As the sound grows louder, we step farther back from the road. Being able to see in the dark allows us to be farther from the action.
Sudden shots split the night sky with flashes and booms followed by shouts and more gunfire. Two bright lights cut through the darkness and my eyes are flooded with white. Bryce rips my glasses off and when I turn toward him, his face is covered in spots like a thousand flash bulbs went off at once.
“What was that?” I whisper, although there’s so much noise, I could probably shout and not be overheard.
“Headlights.”
I turn back toward the road and blink a few times, as my vision slowly clears. What is now obviously a pair of headlights illuminate the road in front of them, though whatever they’re mounted in is hard to make out in the glare. The lights are still as continued gunfire echoes through the trees. Bryce grabs my wrist and yanks me toward the action, which seems to all be taking place behind the vehicle, while keeping our distance.
“Once we get out of the range of those headlights, we should be able to use our glasses again,” Bryce says.
Loud pops and flashes of light continue near the vehicle, but more sporadic than before. A snap behind me, like something, or more likely someone, stepping on a branch, sets my heart racing. I spin, gun in hand, to find two men I recognize from town aiming their rifles at us. Both are regulars at the diner, but with me and Bryce dressed head to toe in black, they have no idea who we are.
“Drop your weapons,” the older of the two says. “Slowly.”
I glance at Bryce, but we don’t have a choice. We’re not about to shoot our way out of this. Not when these people are likely members of the very Resistance we’re here to find. Bryce puts his hands up, and I follow his lead.
“I said drop your weapons.”
We both let go, allowing the guns to fall to the leaves at our feet.
The two men exchange a few words, then the younger one approaches. “Lace your fingers behind your head.”
I comply and he pats me down, then rips my ski mask off, followed by Bryce’s. Recognition is immediate, and his mouth falls open.
“What th’ hell?”
It’s only now that I realize the gunfire has ceased and footsteps scurry toward us from behind.
“Evan?”
Ollie. Shit.
“I fuckin’ knew it. You lyin’—”
“What’s going on here?”
My eyes close as Mal’s voice carries across the woods.
Double shit.
“I can explain everything.” With my hands still behind my head, I slowly turn to face Ollie, her dad, and about a dozen other people from town. All armed. All royally pissed.
Ollie steps toward me, her eyes blazing with an anger I’ve never seen. “Please. I’m sure whatever story you’re about to tell me is the real one this time.”
Inhaling sharply, I puff up my cheeks and blow out a slow breath. “I deserve that.”
“We’re looking for someone,” Bryce says.
Ollie’s gaze travels from me to him. “Who?”
“Well, more like a them.”
Her brow scrunches up. “What?”
“More than just one person. A group of people.”
Clearly done with him, she turns back to me. “You wanna give it a go?”
“It’s a really long story, but we were looking for a group of people we thought might be able to help us.”
“Help you what?”
And there it is. The truth line. Whatever I say next can determine if we live or die. If they’re against the Uprising, we may survive. The fact that they just attacked what was likely an Uprising supply truck works in our favor. But if it was something else, we’re toast. I need to trust my instincts, and my instincts are telling me they’re on our side.
“Forget it,” Ollie says, nodding at the guy who patted us down. “Put ‘em with the others.”
“Wait.”
She doesn’t even pause as she turns her back and walks away.
The guy behind me nudges the barrel of his rifle between my shoulder blades, forcing me to take a step forward. I glance over at Bryce with a now what do we do look.
He shakes his head.
Great. Neither one of us has a plan to get out of this mess.
We’re marched toward the truck, but as much as I know I should be terrified, I can’t help thinking this is all a big misunderstanding. “Can I just—”
“Shut it,” the guy behind me says, shoving that damn barrel into my back again.
“You don’t understand.”
I hear the unmistakable click of a gun being cocked and I clamp my lips together.
Voices grow louder as we approach the truck. Four Uprising soldiers sit on the ground, hands and feet bound, blood staining the shirt of one. A dark trail smears the ground, leading to two bodies, face down in front of the massive supply vehicle. When we reach the road, the guy shoves me hard enough that I stumble. My hands fly out to the sides to regain my balance.
“Hands behind your head,” he growls.
“That’s the last time I’m saving a biscuit for you,” I mutter under my breath.
Pushing down hard on my shoulder, he forces me to the ground beside the soldiers. Bryce drops down next to me without waiting to be shoved.
“Hands out in front of you.”
I do as I’m told and soon Bryce and I are both shackled like the other four.
“What are you going to do with us?” Bryce asks.
The guy stares at him for a long moment. “Not up to me. S’up to the director.”
When he walks off, I turn to Bryce and mouth, “The director?”
He lifts his shoulder in a half shrug.
To our left, someone applies a tourniquet to a girl’s thigh. I recognize her from the diner, the one who asked me about Bryce. Her eyes are squeezed tight, and she sucks in a breath when he twists the tourniquet.
“Get her back to town as fast as you can,” Mal yells, as a group of townspeople rush forward with a bike cart.
The girl groans as they lift her up and set her on the back of the cart. One guy hops up to sit beside her while the other two jump in the front and speed away as quickly as they can pedal.
The ground beneath my butt is hard and my back begins to ache from being hunched over. Long minutes pass before an armed townsperson walks by to check on us.
“We need to get those bodies in the back and the vehicle off the road. Now,” Someone bellows from the other side of the truck.
“We had a bit of a distraction,” Ollie says.
A low conversation ensues and a moment later, two people I don’t recognize come around the back of the truck and into view. An older man with dark skin and hair, peppered with gray, narrows his eyes as he takes in the six of us sitting on the ground. Four of us in Uprising fatigues and me and Bryce in all black.
While I’m sure I’ve never seen this man in my life, there is something oddly familiar about him. I turn to Bryce to ask him about the guy, but his body is rigid, emotions flying across his face like the news scrolling on a Union street corner display—anger, disbelief, awe, confusion, more anger. He struggles to push himself up with his elbows.
“Hey, sit still,” the other guy yells.
Bryce ignores him, and the dude cocks his rifle.
“No!” I turn back to Bryce. “Don’t!”
But he’s not listening to me, he’s still struggling to get up. This guy is going to shoot him. Shit, shit, shit.
The oddly familiar man moves closer to us, something like confusion coloring his features, features that are now far too familiar, sending confusion and unease racing through my veins.
His eyes narrow and he whips around to face the gathering crowd before roaring, “Why is my son tied up like a farm animal?”





BOOK 3 :: THE RESISTANCE

“There are only two mistakes one can make along the road to truth; not going all the way, and not starting.”
– Buddha
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SECOND ROUND OF HEARTACHE

Evan
“What are you waiting for?” Vaughn Cooper asks. “Get them untied. Now!”
I’ve known for some time that Bryce thought his dad could still be alive. It’s the reason he let the Union push him into a career in law enforcement. They told him he could help solve the mystery of his dad’s disappearance. When we were up near the border last year, we’d overheard some talk about a man who might have been his dad, but rumors were that man was killed. I’ve been worried Bryce was setting himself up for a second round of heartache when he finally found out the truth. I never imagined his dad was not only alive but part of a resistance movement.
Bryce hasn’t said a word yet or even blinked in the past few moments. His gaze is boring into the man standing above us.
“What th’ hell is going on?” Mal asks.
The group behind Bryce’s dad gathers closer and a low murmur grows to a roar. Ollie leans in and says something to her dad. He glances from Bryce and me on the ground to Vaughn and shakes his head.
“I said now,” Vaughn barks. “And get this damn truck off the road!”
The skinny guy with the poky rifle unties Bryce, then me. Bryce pushes himself off the ground and rubs his wrists.
“Michael…” Bryce’s dad says, and not for the first time I’m reminded that his real name is Michael.
Bryce’s head snaps back to his dad, anger sparking in his gray eyes. “I don’t even know what to say. I mean, hey glad you’re not dead, but why the hell couldn’t you have bothered in the past ten years to let us know? Do you have any idea what Mom has gone through? The girls? Jesus, Dad.”
Vaughn takes in a deep breath, his shoulders rising as his chest fills with air. He turns to the gathering crowd behind us. “Do your damn jobs.” Once those around us close their gaping mouths and remember their assignments, he returns his attention to Bryce. “Let’s get off the road, and then we’ll talk.”
Bryce’s mouth is pressed into a tight line. His lips are beginning to turn white, but he doesn’t argue as he steps out of the way of the townspeople who descend upon the truck and strip it of everything in a matter of minutes as if they’ve done this before. Like a lot of befores.
“Let’s go,” Mal calls from the cab.
Ollie swings up into the passenger seat, and as the truck grinds down the road, I spot the Uprising soldiers jostling in the back, hands and feet still bound. “What’s going to happen to the them?”
Vaughn drags his eyes away from the diminishing taillights to give me a hard look. “They’ll be taken care of. Don’t worry. Why don’t you two come with me.”
Head down, Bryce shuffles after his dad while I follow at a distance. Vaughn leads the way across the road and into the woods. We walk in silence until he stops beside a small truck. He yanks open the front passenger door and indicates he wants us to get in. I wait for Bryce to go first, because being sandwiched between the two of them with this much tension is low on my list of fun things to try. When we’re settled, Vaughn hops into the driver’s seat and starts the vehicle. We bounce across unpaved ground, my arm slamming into the door more than once. Vaughn whips the wheel to the left as if he’s on some sort of invisible road, pulling up beside an isolated house that looks like a vintage cabin.
After turning off the truck, Vaughn rests his wrists atop the steering wheel before turning to his son. “Let’s go inside and get something warm to drink. We can talk there.”
I open my door and hop out, wrapping my arms around my midsection while I wait for Bryce. The adrenaline that was sustaining me during our stakeout has long since abandoned me, and I’m exhausted and cold. Bryce stares at the dashboard for several long moments. Only now do I detect the scent of burning wood and note the smoke billowing from the chimney. I glance at Vaughn over the hood, and based on his pinched features, he’s not eager to introduce his son to whoever’s inside.
Shifting my weight, I contemplate getting back in the truck, but Bryce finally slides out, slamming the door. His gaze travels to the front door, where a soft glow illuminates a small rectangular window.
He shoves his hands deep into his pockets, his shoulders bunched near his ears. “Where are we?”
“Headquarters.” Vaughn starts toward the cabin while I remain with Bryce beside the truck.
“What if he has another family in there?” Apparently, Bryce’s thoughts aren’t too far from my own.
I reach over and take his hand, squeezing. “I’ll be here for you no matter what.”
His chest rises with a deep breath, and he drops my hand before following his dad. Vaughn holds the door for us and warmth nips at my cheeks as I reach the threshold. Inside, a fire crackles and a divine odor wafts from the kitchen to my left, making my stomach growl. Normally I’d be asleep now and wouldn’t know that it’s been more than eight hours since my last meal.
A guy stands at the stove, stirring something. He spins as we enter and wipes his hands on a denim apron, setting a wooden spoon on the counter. He appears to be around Vaughn’s age, deep laugh lines framing his dark eyes. Thick facial hair, a shade darker than the bushy brown hair atop his head, covers most of his face. His eyebrows rise as he takes in the two strangers in the foyer. “Coop?”
Vaughn hangs his jacket on a hook beside the door and turns, his mouth pressed into a tight line, just like Bryce. “Miles, this is my son, Michael, and his friend…”
“Evan,” I offer.
Miles’s dark eyes penetrate mine, then Bryce’s, before he cocks an eyebrow at Vaughn.
“Long story.” Vaughn glances over at us. “Well, I’m assuming there is a long story that explains what the hell you two are doing out here watching our operation with these.” He tosses our night vision glasses onto the counter.
Bryce’s jaw drops and he turns to stare at his father for a long moment before he finds his words. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You disappeared more than ten years ago. Like, just dropped off everyone’s radar. Where do you get off asking me anything?”
Miles unties his apron and drapes it over the back of a tall chair at the kitchen island. “Let’s start at the beginning.”
Glaring at his dad, Bryce says, “Him first.”
Vaughn rubs his hands over his face and sits in an armchair. “Michael…it’s…a long and complicated story. I promise I’ll tell you everything, but right now, I’d like to know what you’re doing out here.”
“You haven’t even asked about Mom. She’s fine, by the way.”
The corner of Vaughn’s mouth ticks up. “I know.”
The color drains from Bryce’s face and he collapses against the wall. “What the hell is going on?”
“Long story short, I stumbled upon some smuggling activities that didn’t fit with the usual M.O. The more I dug, the deeper I found myself in a plot to take down the Union. Someone figured out who I was and tried to use me as leverage with the drug cartels. I managed to escape, but to protect you, your mom, and your sisters, I had to disappear. I thought I could wrap this up in a few months, but months turned into years. Without a support structure to help me, it was more difficult than I anticipated. I established friendships and built a network, although we’re still small compared to what we’re up against.”
Bryce stares long and hard at his dad. Vaughn waits for questions, comments, something, before continuing. “There’s a lot more to it than that, but those are the highlights.”
“H-how do you know Mom is okay?”
Vaughn smiles sadly. “I still have a contact on the inside.”
“Who?” I ask. Because if it’s Jack’s dad, I’m going to kill someone—probably Bryce’s dad.
“An old informant. Someone who works both sides. I’ve had him check in on my family over the years.”
Bryce pushes off the wall as if he’s just connected some dots. “Wait. Stan Winston? The guy who brought us that stinky cheese his wife made?”
“I couldn’t be out here doing what I needed to do if I was worried about you.”
I shake my head, unsure how this man could put the lives of his family in the hands of a double agent. “How’d you know you could trust him?”
“Leverage.” He inclines his head toward the kitchen where Miles is now making something that smells warm and chocolaty. “That’s his son.”
“He’s a hostage?”
Miles lets out a low laugh. “No. I’m on Vaughn’s side. My dad wasn’t happy about it, but V promised to keep me safe in exchange for intel about his family.”
“This story just gets weirder by the minute.”
Miles hands me a mug and I inhale the rich chocolate goodness, wrapping my hands around the warm ceramic. After he delivers the rest of the drinks, he takes a seat on the couch across from Vaughn. “Come have a seat.”
I side-eye Bryce before crossing the uneven wood floor to sit on the opposite end of the couch from Miles. Bryce remains rooted to the wall beside the door.
“I’ll tell you everything, Michael, but we’re running out of time.”
Bryce sighs and gives his dad the short version of the last five years of his life, including what brought us out here. The sun is peeking through the trees by the time he’s finished. Vaughn and Miles listen with interest but ask no questions until he’s done.
After several long moments of silence, I lean forward and gnaw on my lip before saying, “We came out here to find someone we could join forces with. We can’t do this alone. Will you help us?”
Vaughn takes a deep breath and lets it back out, his head falling forward, shoulders pulled back as he stretches after our marathon intel dump. Lifting his head, he locks eyes with Bryce as he answers my question. “Yes.”
   
After Bryce’s dad agreed to join us, we spent a few days prepping for the trip back to our camp. Vaughn holds a lot of sway in this town, so we’ve been forgiven by everyone, except Ollie.
I need to fix things between us before I leave, so while Bryce and Vaughn go through the supplies one last time, I slip out the front door and hike into town. As I approach the cafe, my anxiety notches up. When we met with Vaughn’s entire group last night, Ollie wouldn’t even look at me. I should’ve met her before the restaurant opened this morning, but now I’ll have to take a seat and hope she doesn’t ignore me.
Ollie is behind the counter, like every morning, when I enter the cozy eatery. The bell over the door chimes, but she’s focused on something, her back to me. I sit on a stool and pull off my cap, setting it in front of me and fingering the cuff while I wait for her to turn around. When she does, she startles, as if I’m the last person she expected to see. She quickly recovers and pulls out a pad.
“What can I get ya?”
“Ollie, please, just talk to me.”
“If you’re not gonna order, I have other customers.”
I glance around the nearly empty restaurant. “Oh, really?”
She sets her pad down and rests her hands on the counter in front of her. “What’s left to say? You’re sorry. I get it. You did what you needed to do.”
“I didn’t come here to make friends. Not in the traditional sense, anyway, more like allies, but I made a friend anyway.”
She drops her gaze to the countertop, then pushes off, crossing her arms.
“Ollie…”
Her scowl is firmly in place when she lifts her head. “I never trusted you, not really. Your story didn’t make sense, but I liked you. I haven’t had a girlfriend, someone who was just my friend, in a long time.”
“Okay. I can respect that. I won’t apologize again, but I need to ask you something. Bryce and I aren’t together, but we used to date. He was an undercover Union cop and was pretending to be a student in my school. I know what it’s like to be lied to, so I do understand a little bit how my betrayal hurt you. I’m telling you all of this because I want you to come with us.”
Her head pops up, jaw slack as her lips part. “Wh-wh- I mean…I don’t know what I mean.”
“Ollie, we came here to find help. We’re fighting back against the Uprising. You’re tough and determined. We need fighters like you.”
She shakes her head, as if she’s trying to dislodge something. “I don’t…I…Mal needs me here. I can’t leave.”
I close my eyes and let out a breath. “Okay. I get it.”
“Evan, this is all so…fuckin’ wild.” She grins and my own smile grows to match hers. “I’d go in a minute, if not for him.” Glancing over her shoulder, her grin becomes a wistful smile as her dad barks at the cook. “I’m all he has.”
The door chimes behind me and I swivel to find Bryce and his dad, loaded down with our backpacks and supplies for the trip. “Ready, Evansville?”
“Yeah, one sec.”
Bryce nods and backs out, letting the door close behind him. I turn back to Ollie. “Things are going to heat up going forward. If anything changes here, you’re always welcome with us.”
Her top lip curls in between her teeth and she bites it, nodding.
“I gotta go. Good luck. Hopefully our paths will cross again someday.”
“Good luck out there. Vaughn’s one of the good ones.”
I sure hope so, because a lot is riding on him.
   
Most of today’s walk involved Vaughn trying to convince Bryce everything he did was for his family, and Bryce pushing back. I’m with Bryce on this. I can’t believe his dad couldn’t have found some way to let them know he was okay. He said if they weren’t mourning his death, it wouldn’t be convincing. I know how I felt when I thought Bryce was dead, and he wasn’t even family. What Vaughn put his family through is nearly unforgivable in my book, but he’s not my dad, and it’s not up to me. That doesn’t stop Bryce from stealing glances my way, eyebrows raised, as if asking me what I think. I can’t repair this relationship for him, though.
By the time we break for camp, I’m so over talking and listening and pretty much being around other people, that I crawl into my tent and let them fight over who’s going to take the first guard shift. Except they continue to talk. Right outside my tent. With a loud huff, I roll over, and pull the blanket I took from the Ruins house over my head, which does nothing to muffle their voices.
“I did what I thought was right.”
“I know.” Bryce’s voice holds a note of contempt.
“This is bigger than our family, Michael.”
“I know that, too.”
“What would you’ve had me do differently?”
Their voices grow quieter, and I realize they’ve moved away from my tent. Soon they’re nothing but a murmur, and between that and nature’s symphony, I drift off to sleep until the first rays of sun fall across my tent.
I crawl out into the crisp morning air, a cloud of my own breath floating before my face. Bryce sits in front of a fire, a hint of a smile gracing his lips.
He lifts his head and his smile grows to his dimpled grin, the one that used to set my heart racing. “Good morning.”
“Is it?”
He shrugs. “Yeah, I guess.”
“So, you forgave him?”
“Do you remember what I told you when you and Eddie were fighting?”
I nod. “Yeah. That you’d give anything for your dad to be around, and I shouldn’t throw away our relationship out of spite. Or something like that.”
“I’d be a hypocrite if I didn’t take my own advice. He’s not getting a pass, and Talia will eat him alive when we get to camp.”
“Does he know she’s there?”
He shakes his head, another smile blossoming. “Nope. I figured I’d let that just play out while I sit back and watch.”
“You’re devious.”
He laughs and pulls the coffee press from the knapsack before filling it with the last of the grounds. “I think you above all people should know that by now.”
We sit wrapped in our own thoughts as the coffee brews. His likely on issues with his dad, mine solely focused on one man waiting for me back at camp. I’ve managed to keep the longing at bay for the most part, although the nights are always the hardest. But now that we’re on our way back, my arms ache with the need to hug him.
Once Vaughn emerges and we’ve finished eating, we pack up and move out. Today’s conversation centers around the Resistance—Vaughn’s and ours. They’re more about disrupting the Uprising’s operations while we’re more focused on taking them down for good by preventing their ultimate goal.
Once morning passes into afternoon, conversation lulls and we stop for a quick lunch before moving on.
“How far away is this camp of yours?” Vaughn asks.
“Another few days, but we need to make a stop first.” Bryce glances past his dad to me, and based on his strained expression, the subject of Bryce’s son didn’t come up during their in-depth conversation last night.
“Oh?”
Bryce suddenly finds the tips of his boots fascinating. “Um, well, there’s something I need to tell you.”
Vaughn stops and puts a hand on his son’s shoulder, forcing him to stop. “What’s wrong?”
Half of Bryce’s mouth lifts in a grin. “Nothing’s wrong. But…you’re a grandfather.”
His father blinks a few times, as if he’s unsure how to process the information. After a few seconds, I realize he’s blinking back tears. He clears his throat and swallows. “That’s wonderful news. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you were growing up, that you didn’t have a better role model.”
I pick up my pace, putting some distance between me and what should be a private moment. My thoughts wrap around my own family as I tune out the conversation behind me, wondering how everyone is doing back at camp and hoping like hell they’ve figured out who’s working against us. I worry a lot about someone attacking Cyrus during the night when he’s asleep and most vulnerable. I mean, if you want to take down a movement, go for the leader, right?
“Hey, Evansville,” Bryce calls from behind me.
I turn to find him and his dad jogging to catch up. “What’s up?”
“My dad said if we take this trail to the left, we can cut a day off our walk.”
The maps we have are based on older satellite images. Having someone who’s lived out here for a decade certainly helps.
The rest of the day passes with ease as we talk about little Vaughn, Vaughn Jamison Cooper, or VJ as I’m sure he’ll soon be known, and Vaughn shares stories of Bryce’s own infant and toddler days. Most have me laughing and Bryce blushing, and I’m glad my mom isn’t here to overshare about my childhood.
Listening to them reminisce reminds me of my relationship with Eddie. Bryce and I both thought our fathers were out of our lives for good. I just thought mine didn’t want me; Bryce thought his was dead. But there are still more similarities than differences. I understand Bryce’s anger but also why he was so quick to forgive. It took me a lot longer to accept Eddie’s apology.
Part of that is probably due to my immaturity at the time, but maybe a bigger part is that Eddie made a choice not to be there for me. What Vaughn did was to protect his family. Hell, to protect the entire Union.
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CONVICTION

Cyrus
A fter weeks of staring up at the inside of my tent, it’s as familiar to me as the veins lining the back of my hand. Ev and Bryce should’ve been back by now. The other teams all returned at least two weeks ago. While it’s not time to send out a search party yet, if another forty-eight hours pass, I’ll lead one myself.
I give up on the idea of getting any sleep and dress in jeans and long-sleeve T-shirt. The December mornings are frigid, so after lacing up my boots, I pull on a flannel shirt and heavy coat before shoving my hands into a pair of gloves.
Outside the tent, icy air invades my lungs and the frosted grass crunches beneath my boots. The sun peeks over the horizon as the scent of brewed coffee wafts from the mess area. No matter how early I get up, Lisa always beats me.
This morning Lisa is alone inside, chopping onions while wearing a pair of fingerless gloves. She glances up and smiles, dark eyes sparking with happiness. How she constantly stays positive, even in the worst circumstances, is a mystery to me. “Cyrus. Good morning. Coffee?”
“Please,” I grunt.
She wipes her fingers on her apron and grabs a mug. After filling and handing it to me, she tips her head to the side and studies me. “Any word?”
“No.”
“They’ll be back soon.” Her tone carries such conviction, I almost believe her.
I take a sip of the steaming coffee and turn to look out over camp, the frost glistening where the sun’s rays strike it.
“I could use some help. I gave Talia and Eddie the morning off.”
I know she’s just trying to distract me, but I can use the distraction. “Sure. What do you need?” I ask, pivoting to face her.
“Take over for me here while I gather some eggs.”
A pot of warm water sits to the side, a bar of soap next to it. I pull off my gloves and wash my hands before stepping behind the worktable and taking the knife from her. While she’s gone, I focus on the task at hand. When I’m done, it’s clear which onions I’ve chopped versus the equally sized pieces Lisa cut.
She glances at my work before grabbing a bowl from the rack. “Looks good. Can you peel the sausage?”
“Where’d we get sausage?” My mouth waters as the word rolls off my tongue.
“They picked some up on their last trip to the Union.”
I didn’t even know the Union had sausage these days. Probably coming in from the Ruins. Dozens of links are in a cooler below the table. I pull them out and line them up. One by one, I slice the skins and peel them away from the sticky ground meat. The casings are thicker than what I’d seen in the Union before the Invasion, and the grind of the meat is coarser, confirming my suspicion.
My hands and wrists are covered in raw animal flesh, bits embedded under my nails. I turn to grab another link when a voice from outside makes my heart stop.
“Is that coffee I smell?”
Without thinking about the state of my hands, I abandon my post and move as fast as my lame legs allow, flinging my arms around the girl I love and lifting her off the ground.
She squeals as she wraps her small hands around my neck, pulling my mouth to hers. Sweet relief and desire war inside me, and I groan before pulling back, otherwise, I’m likely to get really inappropriate in the mess area.
“Hey,” I say, setting her back down.
She smiles, eyes glistening with something more than just happiness to see me. “Hi. We brought reinforcements.”
I glance behind her to Bryce and an older guy with the baby strapped on. Stepping away from Ev, I reach out a hand to shake his. “I’m Cyrus.”
He glances down at my disgusting palm and grins, keeping his hands at his side. “Vaughn. Cooper. Bryce’s dad.”
Not bothered by my sausage-covered hands, Ev wraps an arm around my waist and leans into me. “Vaughn is the leader of the resistance in the Ruins.”
Other than the fact that he disappeared when Bryce was a kid, I don’t know anything about him. But, if he’s the leader of what’s been going on out here, that’s something. The other teams returned with information but not the bodies we so desperately need, because no one would leave their post without talking to the boss first. If he’s really in charge, this could be huge.
“Let me wash up,” I say, disengaging from Ev and heading into the mess tent to clean my hands.
Lisa took over the sausage while I was away, but now she rushes out to greet Ev and Bryce. Once I’ve dried my hands, I rejoin them. More people have gathered, either lured by our voices or the smell of coffee. Conversation increases as people greet the returning members of our group and eye the newcomer with suspicion.
The tent Eddie and Talia share is close to the mess area, so I’m not surprised when they crawl out to see what the fuss is about. When he spots his daughter, Eddie rushes the last few yards to embrace her.
But it’s Talia’s response that draws my attention. Her hands cover her mouth, her wide eyes gathering tears. “Daddy?” she squeaks.
Vaughn whips around, his mouth dropping open as an expression of shock with a touch of fear consumes his features. “Tallie?”
Talia stops a foot from her dad, clenching and unclenching her hands as her eyes rake over him. “Are…are you really here?”
Vaughn’s eyes fill with moisture as tears stream down Talia’s cheeks.
Ev returns to my side, watching the drama unfold. She reaches up and whispers in my ear, “Bryce didn’t prepare his dad for this at all.”
I drag my attention from the tense reunion in front of me to face Ev. “What?”
“Bryce didn’t warn his dad that Talia was here. Said he didn’t deserve it.”
Shaking my head, I wonder if I’ll ever understand the way that dude’s mind works.
Talia finally steps forward, pressing her face against her dad’s chest. The dam breaks and Vaughn’s arms wrap around her shoulders. His body wracks with sobs, as he mutters something over and over. I can’t make it out, but if it’s not, “I’m fucking sorry,” it better be something damn close.
Ev slides her palm against mine and tangles our fingers before pulling me away. “Come on.”
The gleam in her eye and devious grin communicates everything I need to know, and I take the lead, pulling her toward our tent.
   
My fingertips glide across her bare back, brushing over permanent scars, as her lips trail a blazing line of kisses down my neck. “Ev,” I growl. “We need to get up.”
“No one is missing us yet.”
“They might be preoccupied at the moment, but the rest of leadership will want a debrief.”
“Fine.” She sighs and rolls over, her back to me as she begins to dress. “I just want you to myself for a little longer.”
“Trust me, I’d rather stay here with you, but I don’t want them to come knocking while we’re busy, if you know what I mean.”
She snorts and glances at me over her shoulder. “I’d have to be an idiot not to know what you mean.” A grin spreads across her face as she leans down to plant a soft kiss on my lips. “We are going to be super busy tonight.”
I notch my eyebrows up at the thought, then roll over and pull on my pants. When we’re both dressed, we exit the tent and I take her hand, weaving our fingers together.
“I can’t get over how much better you’re getting around. Do you even use the chair anymore?”
“Not for over a week.”
She’s quiet and when I glance at her, she’s mashing her lips together in that way she does when she’s trying not to cry.
“Ev…”
She bursts into tears, ripping her hand from my grip so she can cover her face with both of hers, her shoulders quaking.
I pull her against my chest and wrap my arms around her, resting my lips against her forehead. “Ev, baby, what’s wrong?”
“I…I…” She takes a hiccupping breath and snakes her arms around my waist, pressing her cheek against my chest where my jacket keeps me from feeling the warmth of her.
“What?”
“You died. That night. And then when you couldn’t walk…”
Yeah, when I couldn’t do anything, I was useless to her and everyone else. My hands run and up and down her spine, barely making an impression through her thick coat. “Shhhh,” I whisper into her hair. “Everything’s okay now.”
She nods against my chest as her sobs subside.
“There you two are,” Rainey calls, stopping in front of us, her gaze shifting between us.
I release Ev, and Rainey pulls her into a tight hug. “We were getting worried about you guys. Glad you’re back.” When she releases Ev, she lifts her chin and calls out, “Mateo, Jack, they’re here. Let’s go.” She spins on her heel, her long braid whipping to the side.
We follow her to the fork where the others are waiting. Mateo grins widely when he spots Ev and scoops her up in a bear hug, spinning her around before setting her down. Jack leans in and kisses her cheek.
“Let’s get this party started,” Rainey says, leading the way down the trail to our usual spot.
Once the fire is built and we’re settled, all eyes turn to Ev. She spends close to two hours filling us all in on their recent mission, including how they stumbled onto Bryce’s dad. When she’s done, we give her a brief summary of the other missions and what they learned.
Although it’s not even noon yet, Ev and I bypassed breakfast for other activities, so when her stomach growls loudly, I adjourn our meeting and tug Ev to her feet. “Let’s get you fed.”
A big crowd is still gathered in the mess area, Ev’s family among them. Ev drops my hand and rushes up to her mom, embracing her, then the twins, and finally Joe and David. When she releases her uncle, she glances at me, reaching a hand to draw me in. I step toward them, still not sure how to feel about what I overheard. Although I’ve been waiting to talk to Ev before I do anything about it, now doesn’t feel like the right time to get into it. My attempt at a grin comes out as a grimace.
Ev scrunches her brow at my reaction. By now her parents have heard the story about Bryce’s dad and they’re peppering her with questions, but Ev’s focus remains on me. Hell, I didn’t spend all those months in the Uprising learning to keep my features blank for nothing and quickly mask my feelings as I greet her family. Based on the stiffness of her body beside me, she’s not fooled.
Ev grabs a tray and piles it up with food. We sit with her family as she eats, alternating bites with answering questions. When her family finishes, they each hug her one more time before waving and heading off.
Once they’re out of sight, Ev turns toward me, one eyebrow raised. “Want to tell me what that was about?”
Keeping my expression neutral, I go for ignorance. “What do you mean?”
“With my mom? Or Joe? I know you and mom haven’t always gotten along, but did something happen while I was gone?”
I rub my jaw. “Not really.”
Somehow that notched eyebrow goes higher. “Not really? That’s a bullshit answer and you know it.”
“Can we just drop this for now?”
She balls her napkin and tosses it onto her tray. “Sure.” Then she walks away from me, tray in hand.
Things are going to get a lot frostier around here if I don’t figure out what to tell her in the next few hours.



32





INJURED PARTY

Evan
I’m not so much angry as frustrated. I can’t believe he thought that whole mask of indifference thing would work on me. Okay, maybe I am angry. I thought we were beyond this.
Cyrus may not be willing to talk to me, but my mother is always up for taking him down a notch or two. If something happened between them while I was gone, she’ll be eager to tell me all about it, making sure she comes out looking like the injured party.
As I approach the tent she shares with Joe, I hear voices to my left. They’re not yelling, exactly, but there’s a tightness to the exchange, even though the words aren’t clear. I turn toward them and make enough noise so they’re aware I’m coming before I arrive. No need to spook whoever it is.
Joe and David stand a foot apart, Joe’s arms crossed over his chest, legs apart, like he’s ready to take a head-butt to the stomach or something.
“Hi, again,” I say.
“Hi, Pumpkin,” my uncle says without smiling.
“I’m looking for Mom. Is she around?”
“I think she’s resting in the tent,” Joe says.
“Thanks.” I head back the way I came, but their conversation doesn’t resume while I’m within earshot.
Outside my mom’s tent, I say, “Knock-knock.”
“Evan, is that you?”
“Yep. Can I come in?”
“Of course.”
My mom is lying on a cot, her forearm covering her eyes. “Headache?” She used to get bad migraines but had a procedure that ended them ten years ago.
“Oh, no. Just…” She drops her arm and sits up, twisting so her feet touch the ground.
“Did something happen while I was gone?”
“What do you mean?”
It takes conscious effort on my part to keep my jaw from hinging open. “The fence around this place, the extra security, that…weirdness with Cyrus at lunch today.”
“Cyrus didn’t tell you about the fences?”
My cheeks burn and I’m suddenly grateful for the darkness in here. “We…um…haven’t had a chance to talk much yet. We met with the other leaders, and then had lunch.” I ramble, eager to keep my mom from deducing what Cyrus and I were doing when I first got back. “And then we sort of had an argument.”
This piques her interest. She sits forward, her eyes widening. “Whatever about?”
“Mom. Just level with me. What happened while I was gone?”
Her shoulders rise and fall with a deep breath. “A lot. Someone found our camp, and one of the kids was killed.”
My heart stops. “What kid?”
“Um, an Asian boy. His name was Max or something.”
“You mean Zak?”
“Yes, that’s it.”
My breath leaves my lungs and I sink to the ground, hugging my knees to my chest. Tears pool in my eyes as my heart squeezes with a pain I don’t know how to handle, even after all the deaths over the past two years. We asked him to join us down here.
“I’m sorry. I just assumed Cyrus already told you.”
I stare at the laces on my boots, study how they go in and out of the eyelets as they crisscross in front as best I can through the blur of tears. My mom makes no attempt to comfort me, which is very un-motherly of her. Meaning there is something more going on.
Wiping my tears, I turn back to my mom. “What does that have to do with you and Cyrus?”
My mom stands and moves to the tent flap, peering out, then dropping it back in place. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“There was some serious tension at lunch. If not with you and Cyrus, then with Cyrus and Joe…or…Hey, what’s the deal with Joe and David? They were having some kind of pissing match out there.”
She freezes, her back stiffening. “Nothing. Why?”
“Okay, I’m not an idiot. I know something’s going on. Something both you and Cyrus refuse to discuss. Someone’s going to come clean. If not you, then I’ll find someone who will.” I spin and stomp away from her.
“Wait…” she calls after me.
I stop and turn back toward her. “What?”
Her lips are parted, as if she froze mid-sentence, but she says nothing. I blow out a frustrated breath and leave her tent. It takes effort to unclench my fists as I head back to our tent. Once I arrive, I take a few cleansing breaths and shake out my shoulders, but before I can duck inside, I detect the echo of splintering wood. Chopping firewood is Cyrus’s go to activity when he needs to blow off steam.
I pivot and detour down the side path, passing a few people going in the opposite direction. They smile, wave, and say they’re happy I’m back. The thwacking grows louder as I approach. Cyrus is barely taking a break between each log. He thrusts the cut wood onto the pile, twists, and grabs another, working up a sweat. His jacket and flannel are discarded, lying on the ground near his feet. He swipes his forehead with the back of his arm and lets the ax fall, splitting another log.
“Hey,” I call to him.
Cyrus turns, his expression blank, and leans the ax against the chopping block. He grabs his flannel off the ground, slipping it on, before walking over to me. “Hey.”
“Don’t ‘hey’ me. I want to know what’s going on around here. The wall, Zak’s dead…” My voice is thick with more tears. “…that thing with my family.”
He runs a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I should’ve told you about Zak and the wall. We’ll talk later with the entire leadership.”
“What does any of this have to do with my family?”
He drags his gaze away from me as if the lake is suddenly fascinating. “Ev…”
“No. My mom legitimately didn’t seem to know what I was talking about when I asked if something happened between you two, but she’s just as weird and evasive as you.”
He sighs and reaches for my hand. After a moment, I let him take it. After grabbing his jacket, he leads me toward the lake. “I overheard something while you were gone, but I don’t know what it means.”
“What?”
“A conversation. Between your mom, Joe, and David.”
The wind whips through the trees, bouncing bare branches and sending my hair flying. I tuck an errant curl behind my ear with my free hand and wait for him to go on. He doesn’t. “I don’t understand.”
“I don’t either. And that’s the problem.”
“You need to stop being so cryptic. It’s really annoying.”
He pauses and pulls me to his chest, wrapping his arms around me.
“And now you’re scaring me.”
“I don’t want to, and maybe that’s why I’m not sure how to tell you.”
I shrug out of his grasp and step back so I can read his expression. “Just tell me.”
He closes his eyes and nods before picking up my hand and resuming our walk. “Your parents were arguing with your uncle about something.”
“Wait, which parents?”
“Your mom, Joe, and David. Apparently, David knew something but pretended he didn’t. Your parents called him out on it and things escalated.”
“What did he know?”
“I’m not sure. They said David knew something to do with you. And you suffered as a result.”
My blood ices over and I shiver. “What if…what if…” I can’t say it out loud. But what if my uncle knew about the Uprising attack before it happened? What if he knew the train was going to be blown? He knew I was on that train. I shake uncontrollably at the thought.
Cyrus squeezes me against him, trying to calm the quakes in my soul. “I don’t know.”
   
My shoulders are rigid, my fists clenched as I stop in front of my uncle in the mess area. “We need to talk.”
David turns to face me, cup in hand, all color draining from his face as he registers my expression.
“Evan?” Mom asks. “What’s this about?”
I drag my gaze away from my betrayer to my mom, fear etched into every inch of her face. “You had your chance, but you blew me off. Now I’m talking to David.”
“Evan—”
“No, Mom.”
David sets his mug down and stands, shoulders drooped. Cyrus offered to accompany me, but after we talked, only one conclusion makes sense—my uncle knew about the attack and didn’t warn anyone or try to stop it. I’m worried Cyrus will try to kill David. Plus, this is something I need to do on my own.
I pivot and head east, past the last of the tents, to the open space between the outskirts of camp and the newly constructed fence where I’m sure we’ll have privacy.
When we get to a small clearing, I spin and unleash on him. “How could you? I trusted you! You…you were…you were supposed to be on my side.” The bubble of betrayal bursts and the first tear falls, followed by another. David reaches for me, but I take a giant step back. “Don’t you…ever…touch me.”
“I’m sorry you had to find out this way.”
“What way?” I scream.
He shrugs. “Camp gossip, grapevine, any way that wasn’t directly from me.”
“You think hearing it from you would’ve made it better?”
“I don’t know.” His head falls and he studies the tips of his boots. “But I should’ve told you.”
“Tell me one thing, and then I want you gone.” I didn’t realize until now that was how this was going to end, but once I’ve voiced it, I have never been more sure of anything.
When he lifts his head, his eyes carry a sadness so heavy it punches me in the gut, until I remember why we’re here. For the first time since this nightmare began, I wonder if he’s the mole among us.
“What do you want to know?”
“Why did you do it?”
“I honestly believed it was best…at the time.”
My lips come together to form words that fail to reach outside my head. My brain screams every savage word I know as I lunge at the man I’ve loved almost like a second father, and pound his chest with my fists.
He stands, arms at his sides, and lets me beat him as tears stream down my face. I’ve never felt so much hate, and this feeling terrifies me. I inhale on a sob and step back from him to gather my thoughts, figure out what to do with him until we make long-term plans.
Neither of us says anything for a long time. Once my breathing is under control, I glance up and shake my head. “You knew I was going to be on that train. I will never forgive you.”
The skin between his eyebrows pinches together. “Train?”
“Don’t—”
“Evan, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I thought we were talking about—”
“We’re talking about you knowing the Uprising was going to attack the Union and letting me get on that train anyway. They kidnapped and tortured me!”
He shuffles back a step and puts his hands up. “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.”
My hand flies out in front of me, sweeping the air between us. “This. This conversation. What we’ve been talking about this whole time.”
His head pivots, as if he’s searching for something. An escape.
I grab my gun from my waistband and level it at him. “Don’t even think about it.”
“Evan!” he shouts. “I’m not sure what you think you know, but either you were misinformed, or you have me confused with someone else.”
“Cyrus overheard you talking to Mom and Joe. He knows. And yes, he told me. So now I know, too.”
“Look, Evan…” He moves his hands out to the side in a gesture of surrender. “I’m guilty of a lot of things, but knowing about the attack ahead of time isn’t one of them. The conversation Cyrus likely overheard happened a few weeks back. It was loud enough, I’m sure a lot of people heard it. There’s… There’s been some drama as a result.”
“I don’t understand.” Some of the anger and pain begin to loosen their grip, but only like undoing the top button of a too-tight shirt.
David sighs and closes his eyes. “Do you remember the night the news broke about Eddie McIntyre being your biological father?”
As if I could forget. Everything I believed about who I was turned into a complete lie in an instant. My throat is too clogged with anxiety to respond, so I nod my response.
“I came over to your house.”
“I remember…” I manage to whisper.
“Your parents and I had some words and then I came in to talk to you. Do you remember what I said?”
“Every word.”
He tilts his head back and closes his eyes. “I lied to you that night.”
“What?”
“A lie of omission, but still a lie. And I’ve kept it from you all these years. I told myself I was doing it for you. That night, it was true.” He blows out a breath and lowers his head, opening his eyes to look at me. “But as the years passed, it became more about avoiding the ugliness that would accompany me coming clean with you.”
He pauses for a long time and I begin to wonder if that’s all he’s going to say. I open my mouth to tell him to go on, but close it, suddenly afraid of the truth. If it’s as bad as he thinks it is, maybe I don’t want to know.
“Eddie never abandoned you.”
Four little words that suck the breath from my lungs, leaving me lightheaded. “You’re lying.”
“I’m not.”
“But…that means…”
“I know. And for that, I am profoundly sorry. Well that and many, many other things.” He pauses, taking in a deep breath. “Eddie didn’t walk away from you or his responsibilities. But your mom… Her parents had better lawyers, and he was on the road so much with the band, she easily won sole custody. He sent money every month, wrote you letters.”
Tears prick my eyes. “I never got any letters.”
“I know.”
“Why?”
“You’ll need to ask your mother.”
“I’m asking you. My mother is a liar. I can’t trust anything she says.”
“I’m not the right person to tell you everything. My guilt starts and ends with knowing this information and not sharing it with you when I should have.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” The words are strangled by the tears in my throat.
“You were already going through a tough time.” He runs a hand through his unruly hair. “I knew what your mom did was wrong. She knew it, too. But you had so much dumped on you all at once, then there was all the publicity. Telling you the truth at that time felt wrong. I was worried about you, how you’d react. All I knew about Eddie was what was published in the tabloids. What I did know was that you’d be angry enough with your mom, you might run off to live with him…and I didn’t think that was any kind of life for a twelve-year-old girl.”
Anger boils inside me again, constricting my chest, like I’m being squeezed by a thousand arms. “That wasn’t your decision to make!”
“I know—”
“Don’t. Just…just go.”
He doesn’t say another word, and when I glance over my shoulder a few minutes later, he’s gone. His words play on repeat in my head for what feels like hours, but based on the movement of the sun has been less than one.
Once again, everything I thought I knew about my life was a lie. How many times am I going to have to come to terms with the “truth”? I have no way of knowing if this is even it this time. Maybe there’s some other bullshit waiting for me in a few months. I stand and start to head back to camp, but stop when I spot Eddie heading toward me, his hair blown wild by the wind.
There’s no mistaking the anguish in his eyes.
Every word my uncle said is true.
He stops a foot away and I silently beg him to tell me something, but I don’t know what. Do I want him to tell me it’s a lie? That he was the bastard I always believed him to be? Or that my mother was a conniving bitch who kept me from the man who’s repeatedly risked his life for me over the past two years.
The silence between us builds while each of us waits for the other to say something.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I finally whisper.
“That’s a simple question with a complex answer.” He rubs his hands over his face before dropping them to his sides. “At first, I was trying to placate your mother so I could see you. Later, I was terrified that if I told you the truth, she’d tell you I was making it up. But it was also more than that. You didn’t even know me back then. I couldn’t be the one to turn your world upside down any more than I already had. I wanted you to get to know me first.”
I grab my hair, pulling it, the pain rooting me. No one’s been straight with me. Ever. My mother lied to me my entire life, but Eddie’s been lying to me for the past eight years. “All those years in therapy, you couldn’t find one time to tell me the truth?”
“I chickened out more than once. It never felt like the right time. We were always on the verge of fighting about something. The summer you came to see me after graduation, I was going to finally tell you everything, but…”
I sweep my hand toward the fence. “But all this happened.”
“And once again, it didn’t seem like the right time.”
“I spent years hating you.”
“I know.”
“You could’ve fixed that.”
“And have you hating your mother?” He shakes his head. “Don’t get me wrong, sometimes that’s exactly what I wanted, except for the pain it would cause you.”
I blow out a frustrated breath. “Why would she do this to me? She’s my goddamn mother!”
He lets out a long sigh. “Because she hated me for not being the man she wanted me to be.”
“That’s fucked up.”
“You need time to sort this out, but you need to talk to her.”
“No, I don’t. I don’t owe her anything. She doesn’t have a right…” my voice breaks and a torrent of tears are unleashed.
Eddie steps forward and wraps his arms around my shoulders, pulling me against his chest. “You’re right. She doesn’t deserve it, but you owe it to yourself.”
I cry until my insides ache, until my ribcage feels bruised, until my throat is raw, and then I cry some more.
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INCONSOLABLE

Cyrus
Ev stares across the lake, eyes barely blinking, the way she has for the past hour. While I want to give her as much space as she needs, Eddie asked me to keep an eye on her. I don’t know what went down between her and her uncle, but Christine summoned Eddie to intervene.
The fact that Eddie didn’t kill David on the spot must mean that our suspicions about his knowledge of the Uprising attack on the Union were probably off base. Whatever happened has me worried. Eddie’s on edge, Christine’s inconsolable, David isolated himself inside his tent, and Joe alternates between pacing the campground and trying to comfort his wife.
I rub my palms on the knees of my jeans and shift position. My ass is starting to go numb. To get some relief, I stand and twist at the waist, my back cracking in three places, before I shake out my legs and get some blood flowing again.
We were supposed to meet the rest of the leadership more than an hour ago, but that’s on hold for now. The urge to do something, to fix things, overwhelms me, but I keep my mouth shut and wait for her.
“His daughter died,” Ev says, her tone flat.
“What?”
“David. His baby girl died. They said it was SIDS. Sudden Infant Death Syndrome. She was only two months old. It’s rare, but it happens sometimes, even when the parents do everything they’re supposed to.” She twists her hands in her lap. “His marriage fell apart after that, and he moved in with us for a few years, before my sisters were born. Joe and my…and Christine were newlyweds, so David earned his keep by watching me a lot of the time. We were close. I was always closer to him than I was to Joe. I think I was David’s surrogate child. He never remarried and never had any other kids. But Joe had two daughters of his own three years later. David moved out not long after the girls were born, but he was always there for me whenever I needed a steady presence. I don’t remember a time before he was in my life.” She takes in a deep breath and slowly lets it back out, remaining silent for a long time.
“What happened today?”
“I found out he’s as much of a liar as everyone else.”
“What did he lie about?”
“Eddie.”
“What about Eddie?”
She finally drags her gaze from the water, her hazel eyes filled with so much pain, I feel like I’m drowning. “Everything I believed about my dad, about myself, was a lie. Eddie didn’t walk away from me and my mom. Mom.” She spits the word out as if it’s poison. “She kept Eddie from me until he threatened to take everything public. She let me believe he was dead. Then she told me he didn’t want me. He tried to have a relationship with me for twelve years before she let him. And David knew it and never told me. He let me…he let me believe the bullshit that came out of that woman’s mouth.”
I don’t know what to say. Hell, I can’t even begin to comprehend what she just told me. So much of what I know about her, how she sees herself, is tied up in the fact that her own dad never wanted her. Not only is that apparently not true, but her mother was the reason for all of it. That’s some fucked up shit. I can’t do anything other than stare at her.
She lets out a twisted laugh. “And do you know who I have to thank for this little truth bomb? My step-mommy. I guess I said something during our hike out here that made her realize I didn’t know Eddie tried to contact me for years. She put this shitstorm into motion. And I can’t even be mad at her, because for the first time since I’ve known her, she actually did something to help me instead of hurt me.” Ev shakes her head, a strained smile pulling at her lips. “This is not a family you want to marry into.”
“It’s going to take a lot more than that to scare me off.” I sigh, realizing us getting married is not the issue she’s focused on right now. “I know this is rough, and damn, it would knock me on my ass if it was me, but…”
“But we have more important things than my family drama? I know.” She flicks out her wrist and glances at her watch. “We’re late for the meeting.”
“I don’t care about that. They can wait. Are you sure you’re up for this? No one will blame you if you need a breather.”
She shakes her head. “I refuse to let those people distract me from what needs to be done. Well, not too much anyway.” One corner of her mouth lifts in a half smile. “I just…need some time on a personal level, but as far as my job goes, I’m on board completely.” She stands and reaches for my hand, sending waves of relief racing through me. “Let’s go.”
   
A new moon paints the interior of our tent a complete black, but I don’t need to see her to know she’s awake. I roll to my side and prop my head up on my hand. “Do you want to talk?”
She sighs and rolls over to face me. “You know what the worst part about all this is?”
“No.”
“I can’t trust anyone. Well, anyone except you.” Her lips grace mine briefly, too briefly, before she falls away. “I can almost understand why Eddie and David never told me anything, especially Eddie. I haven’t been completely forthcoming about everything that happened on our mission.”
My heart hammers as I wait to find out what she’s been holding back, unsure I want to know, but at the same time knowing it’ll drive me crazy if don’t. “Sometimes it’s the right thing to do. At least for a short while.” Like the time I failed to tell her I’d hooked up with Bridget during my time near the Northern Territories. It happened after Ev went back to the Union and I thought I’d never see her again.
“Yeah. Bryce telling me he wasn’t dead is pretty much high up on my list of things that should be revealed right away. He’d already established a pattern of keeping things from me, like his name, age, occupation… so it shouldn’t have surprised me. Same with my mom. But my uncle was different. I trusted him. And I used that trust to get you and everyone else to trust him. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize for believing in someone.”
“It scares me.”
I reach out and locate her hand in the darkness, giving it a gentle squeeze. “What does?”
“I don’t know what’s real anymore.”
Leaning forward, I find her lips, devouring them with a searing kiss. “You and me. We’re real. That will never change.”
She nods against my chest. “But what if we’re not.”
My throat tightens and I swallow hard. “We are. That’s the only truth you need to know. The rest we’ll figure out. Together.”
“Okay,” she whispers.
We lie quietly for a few moments, but my thoughts prevent me from drifting off. I still don’t know what she hasn’t told me about her mission, but I want her to tell me on her own time. Instead I ask, “What do you think about the meeting earlier?”
She scoots closer until our heads are touching. “I feel good about the progress all the teams made on their missions. If what they learned is true, we have a real chance at not only fighting back, but actually winning.”
“We do.”
“Except someone wants to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
“Until we figure out who it is, we can’t move forward with anything.”
“I know. And we’re no closer now than we were before I left. We’re not getting anywhere.”
With a sigh, I roll to my side to face her silhouette. “We might have a plan.”
The sleeping bags rustle as she shifts. “What plan?”
Here goes nothing. “Just hear me out.”
“Okay…”
“I know how you feel about Draya, but I trust her. I know you don’t, and you have good reasons not to. But the fact that no one else trusts her either works in our favor. We’ve been giving her more freedom around camp. Mateo’s the only one who knows the real reason is to make her more accessible to the traitor. With any luck, they’ll see her as a potential ally and approach her.”
“Cyrus—”
“Wait. Let me finish.”
“I was going to say that’s pretty brilliant.” The air between us warms as she moves in closer, her lips brushing mine. “After today,” she lets out a harsh laugh, “I’m the last person to tell someone their trust is misplaced.”
I sigh and trace my fingers along her jaw, not sure how to respond.
She pushes me back and straddles my waist, leaning down so her hair brushes my face before her mouth finds mine. Discussion over.
   
Ev snuggles against my side as we head to the mess tent for breakfast. She wears a white knit cap with this stupid pompom thing that keeps tickling my nose. Unis and their non-functional decorative clothing is something I’ll never understand. With her hands in matching knitted mittens, I already miss skin contact.
A handful of people are at the tables, shoveling hot food into their mouths before it gets cold. Bryce sits with his father, their heads close together. Bryce glances up as we approach, and Vaughn turns to follow his gaze, his chin tipping up in a silent greeting.
“Good morning,” Ev says before heading into the mess tent.
“Mind if we join you?” I ask.
“Sure,” Bryce says.
I take the spot beside his father.
“Good morning, Cyrus,” Vaughn says.
“Mornin’.”
Ev arrives moments later with two mugs of coffee, handing one to me before sitting next to me.
I take the cup from her and pull it to my lips, inhaling the rich scent before taking a sip. These days, all we have is black coffee, but I’ve gotten used to it. Having grown up drinking tea, I didn’t get all the fuss about coffee at first, but I’ve grown to appreciate the strong, rich brew.
“What’s on the agenda today?” Vaughn asks, his gaze on the horizon, as if he’s asking about the weather.
I glance at Bryce, wondering if he’s told Vaughn about our traitor.
“He’s up to speed,” Bryce answers my unasked question.
Vaughn nods. “We’ve got our work cut out for us.”
“Any ideas?”
Pressing his lips together he brings his focus back to us. “We’ve had to deal with our share of individuals over the years. Rooting them out is always the hardest part.”
“What do you do with them when you find them?” Ev asks.
Vaughn’s only response is a leveled stare conveying enough information that Ev shivers. I’ve always known the ultimate outcome, but apparently she’s just now realizing it.
“Let me know if you come up with a suggestion for identifying the mole,” I say, getting up and grabbing Ev’s mittened hand.
She looks longingly at the mess tent, but we have an appointment to keep.
Once we’re out of earshot of anyone else, she halts. “What’s so important that we don’t have time for breakfast?”
“We’re meeting Draya in five minutes.”
Without another word, she pivots and heads back in the direction of the mess tent. I guess I’m meeting Draya alone. After last night, I thought she was on board, but maybe I should have discussed it with her first.
As I take the last turn to Draya’s tent, footsteps pound the hard earth behind me. I turn to find Ev, out of breath, cheeks flushed pink from exertion and the cold.
“Why didn’t you wait for me?”
I lift an eyebrow. “Why didn’t you say you’d be right back?”
The left side of her mouth tips up. “Fair enough.” She thrusts her hand out and drops something wrapped in a napkin into my palm. “Breakfast.”
I unwrap it to find a biscuit with egg and sausage inside.
She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a second one. “For Draya.”
A grin slides across my face, and I lean in to give her a quick kiss, tasting salt on her lips from the sandwich she probably devoured on the way here.
When we arrive at Draya’s holding tent, Chase is out front. He grins at Ev. “Hey! Glad to see you back. We were getting worried about you.”
She slides out from under my arm and gives him a hug. “I got back yesterday. Where were you?”
“Recon.”
“What are you doing here, then?”
“Gunth asked me to switch with him. There’s some girl he’s got a thing for who was heading out today.”
I clear my throat and they both turn my way. “Chase, we have protocol for a reason. I don’t need either of them distracted.”
He mumbles an apology of sorts, but I’m so frustrated by their inability to follow orders. This carefree Uni attitude is going to get us killed.
“We’ll talk about this later.” I take Ev’s hand and drag her inside the tent where Draya is dressed and ready to go.
Draya glances at Evan, but whatever she thinks about this twist in our normal routine is a secret only she knows. “Evan. Good to see you.” She takes an awkward step toward Ev and reaches her arms out.
Ev steps into the embrace, although she doesn’t return the hug. “Thanks. Good to be back.” She steps away, arms still at her sides. “Also, thanks for the information you provided. It was…helpful.”
We didn’t agree to tell Draya anything about the missions, though there’s bound to be talk around camp. I’m not sure what Ev’s angle is, and we don’t need Chase overhearing anything and reporting it to his guard posse. Long hours at the fence mean hours of boredom, so they gossip about anything and everything. He probably convinced Gunth the girl was interested just to get a break from the monotony. Not that guarding Draya is exciting, but sometimes any change in routine is welcomed.
I incline my head. “Let’s go for a walk.”
Draya turns to scowl at me as we pass Chase, keeping her distance until we’ve turned down the dirt trail that leads to the lake.
I hand her the napkin-wrapped biscuit sandwich. “Here. Breakfast.”
“Thanks.” She takes it from me and inhales it, finishing it in four bites. After wiping her mouth and fingers with the napkin, she shoves it in her coat pocket. “I was beginning to think you forgot I existed.” She smirks in Ev’s direction. “Although, maybe you forgot everyone existed except one.”
I take in a deep breath to keep from saying something I shouldn’t. “Anything new to report?”
She gives me a side-eye stare before walking ahead and spinning to face us, a wicked smile gracing her lips. “How much do you know about your boy, Chase?”
“What do you mean?” Ev asks.
“I mean, how much do you know about him? Do you trust him?”
“He saved my life.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“Quit playing games, Dray,” I say. “What’s going on?”
“Chase was awfully chatty this morning. At first, I thought it was just because he was trying to charm me out of my pants. But then he said something I haven’t heard in a long time.”
My brows pinch together, which is a sure sign I’ll be getting a headache later if I don’t knock it off.
“What’s that?” Ev asks.
“After talking about the camp and how it’s laid out and how good the food is, crap like that, he looked away and mentioned casually, like he was verbally picking lint off his shirt or something, ‘I just wish they had corn flour here.’”
The blood drains from my head and I take a step back. “Are you sure he didn’t say cornmeal?”
“I know what I heard.”
“I don’t understand,” Ev says, her gaze traveling between us.
“It means he’s connected to the Uprising somehow. That’s the code we used to identify ourselves as a commander if we were ever caught.”
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RACING THOUGHTS

Evan
“He can’t be. He was with me on the train. He saved my life.” My thoughts race, trying to make sense of this bombshell. “Maybe he heard someone else say it when you had him in captivity.”
Draya smirks. “Maybe. But unlikely. There would have been no reason for anyone to say it near him. Everyone there was a prisoner or Uprising. If he was a commander and he used it then, it might explain why he was released so quickly.”
I narrow my eyes. “I thought you were in charge of interrogations.”
“I was in charge of the overall operations for that particular train. Once we took him into custody, he was processed with the rest of them, following procedures.”
“But you were in charge of me.”
Her shoulders rise and fall with an exaggerated sigh. “I was trying to keep you alive. I convinced them you had information that only I could get out of you.”
Cyrus steps forward, getting in Draya’s personal space. “Does he have a tattoo?”
She shrugs. “Never saw one, but I wasn’t looking. Everything about the guy screams Uni. He’s pasty, soft.”
“He knew how to get everyone off the train after the explosion,” I say. “I assumed he was trained as a first responder or something.”
“If he’s not Uprising, he could be connected,” Cyrus says.
“Or, whoever his handler is told him what to say,” Draya offers.
“Does it matter at this point?” I ask.
Cyrus scratches the back of his neck. “It might be good to know.”
“How do we find out without being obvious?”
Cyrus shifts his gaze to Draya.
She lifts an incredulous eyebrow. “Not gonna happen.”
He grins. “Come on, Dray, take one for the team.”
“I cannot believe you just said that.”
His grin broadens. “Actually, I was thinking more along the lines of getting him to confide in you. He’s approached. Let things evolve naturally.” There’s a playful glint in his eye like they’re sharing a private joke that dates back to childhood.
“How do I do that?” Draya asks.
“How did you respond to him?”
She shrugs. “I didn’t. I ignored it, acted like I didn’t care about corn flour.”
Cyrus smiles again. “If he’s serious, he won’t give up just yet.”
“Won’t he suspect something after we talk to her?” I ask, still shaken by the idea that this guy I brought into our midst, vouched for, could be acting against us.
“Not if we let him pursue it.” Cyrus turns to Draya. “Just be your usual, unapproachable self.”
She glares at him, but the flicker of a smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. “Better make sure you give him a stern talking to about not switching with Gunther again.”
“Oh, I intend to.”
“Wait, if he can’t access Draya, how’s he going to talk to her?”
“If we make it too easy, he’ll be onto us,” Cyrus says. “But, if he’s serious about wanting her support, he’ll find a way.”
I know he’s right, but I still feel like we’re letting Chase slip through the cracks. That we’ll never have the evidence we need to convince the others. To convince me. Because if we’re going to execute him, I need to be sure.
“Give it time,” Cyrus says.
The one thing we don’t have.
   
“Quit pacing,” Cyrus says quietly.
Even though we no longer need this big tent, I refuse to give it back to the mother-liar. It’s big enough to allow me to pace plus it’s still housing surveillance equipment we hope will let us nail Chase.
“I can’t help it. I’m on edge.”
He smiles and pats the sleeping bag beside him. “Come here. I’ll help you unwind.”
I lift an eyebrow.
He grins. “There’s nothing more to do tonight. This will play out over time.”
“We don’t have time, Cyrus. Every day we wait is one day closer to Kearney winning. If he gets those fighter jets in the air, it’ll be too late.”
“I know that. We’re monitoring him. If we need to, Tony and his team are prepared to go in and sabotage the oil rigs. It’s only a temporary setback, but it’ll buy us some time.”
“But what if Chase gets spooked and runs? What if he already gave them our location?”
“If they have our location, it’s too late anyway. The rest we’ll take action to prevent. I can keep him from going to the Union on missions as punishment for making an unauthorized switch with Gunther.”
“Okay, okay.” My hands start to untwist. “I still can’t believe he did this to us. To me. I mean, why save my life only to kill me later?”
“I don’t know. Those are answers we’ll have to get from him.”
“I’ve been so wrong about everyone. Bryce, my family, and now Chase.”
He sighs and stands, walking over to me in nothing but a pair of jeans hanging low and loose on his hips. His hands land on my waist and tug me against him. “You trust people, Ev. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“Unless they stab you in the back the minute you turn.”
Soft lips brush my temple. “I’d rather trust some people than be suspicious of everyone. That’s no way to go through life.”
“Dead is no way to go through life, either.”
He chuckles and presses his forehead to mine, his beautiful light brown eyes, the color of warm honey, making all thoughts other than him, us, and this moment fade, like the horizon on a foggy morning. “A good way to go through life is in bed.”
A smile tugs at my mouth against my will. He leans down and gently bites my lower lip, which gets him an involuntary moan. He takes a step toward our sleeping bags, pulling me with him. Chase, Draya, my family, and Kearney all disappear as his tongue teases mine.
The air inside the tent heats up around us, and soon I’m peeling off my sweater. His waist grazes the sensitive skin of my stomach, and I suck in a breath. That’s all it takes for him to scoop me up and toss me onto the pile of sleeping bags and blankets. I squeal, waiting for him to join me. But he merely stands above me, feet apart, straddling my hips, eyes narrowed toward the back of the tent.
I push up to my elbows and crane my neck to see what’s captured his attention with me half-dressed beneath him. He reaches down to grab his thermal and yanks it over his head. I crawl over to where I dropped my sweater and pull it back on before moving to stand next to Cyrus.
He’s staring at the monitors he and Mateo installed while I was gone. The one on the left is an image of the perimeter, the grass occasionally moving when the wind catches it. The middle one rotates from one location inside camp to another. A group of people at the tables in the mess area. A cluster around the campfire. An empty shooting range. The backside of a tent with a figure hunched on the ground beside it.
Cyrus moves quickly, his fingers pressing buttons until the image of the tent moves to the right screen. He flicks another button and it zooms in. The image is grainy, but it’s definitely male.
“Where’s that?”
“Draya’s tent.”
I move in closer, my heart hammering for a different reason than it was a minute ago. “Is that Chase?”
He shakes his head. “I can’t tell.”
“Is there audio?”
“No.”
“What do we do? Should we confront him?”
“Not yet. Let’s talk to Draya in the morning. Find out what happened between them.”
“So, we just wait?”
“For now.” He drags a chair over and parks in front of the monitor. I find another one in the corner and set it down beside him and sit, watching the action, if you can call it that, unfold. The figure squats outside Draya’s tent for close to twenty minutes before getting up and walking off.
Cyrus rubs his hands over his face. “We should get some sleep. I want to talk to Draya before sunrise.”
We undress and climb into the sleeping bags, all thoughts of extracurricular activities forgotten. I roll to my side and he curls up behind me. Although my brain is spinning, I’m soon drifting off.
“Ev, come on.”
“What?” I roll over and find Cyrus getting dressed. “Did something happen?”
He chuckles. “No. But dawn’s in thirty minutes, so if we want to talk to Draya before then, we need to go.”
Cobwebs cling to my brain, making it impossible to think straight. “It’s morning?”
He bends down and gives me a brief kiss. “Yes. Come on.”
I throw off the sleeping bags, and I’m immediately hit by cold air. I pull on my thermals, then dress in jeans and flannel shirt. Once we’re bundled up, we step out into the frigid morning, darkness accompanying us on our trek across camp.
Ally’s on guard duty this morning, something I think she only does on very rare occasions. She greets us with a tired smile. “You two are up early.”
“We want to get her fed before the masses wake,” Cyrus says.
I hate lying to our friends. It’s not that we don’t trust Ally, but the fewer people who know what’s going on, the less chance someone will accidentally let something slip.
“I should’ve known you were coming. She’s been waiting.”
Draya had no idea we were coming this early. I glance up at Cyrus, but if he’s as surprised as I am, he’s hiding it well. We both give Ally a brief hug before ducking inside. Soft light from solar lanterns illuminate the interior. Draya sits on the edge of her cot, coat on, knees bouncing.
Her head pops up at our arrival and a silent exchange takes place between her and Cyrus. She doesn’t know about the surveillance equipment. According to Cyrus, only the leadership and Tony are aware. Which means whatever went on last night has her amped up enough that she’s not only awake, but anxious.
“Breakfast?” Cyrus asks.
Draya pops up and follows us out, giving Ally a cursory glance as she leaves. We walk to the mess tent in silence. Lisa is buzzing about with Sonia and Marcus, getting ready for people to start arriving in the next half hour. After exchanging pleasantries, we grab coffee and take it to the farthest table to wait for food.
Draya’s knees continue their nervous movement under the table, jiggling our seat.
“Why are you so edgy this morning?” I ask.
“Why did you come to my tent so early?” She wraps her hands around her mug to warm them. “You know, don’t you?”
“We know you had a late-night visitor.”
“That’s it? No wonder you guys can’t figure anything out. You’re the worst at gathering intel I’ve ever seen.”
“Draya…” Cyrus warns.
She rolls her eyes and takes a sip of coffee. “Your boy came to see me last night.”
“What did he want?” I ask.
“To help me.”
“Help you what?”
She shrugs. “Get out, escape, get away from here.”
Cyrus spins his mug, rotating the handle from left to right and back again. “What exactly did he say?”
“He started pssssing at me, like a he had a bad leak. Once he identified himself, I asked what he wanted, and he said he could help me get out of here.”
“That was it?”
She shrugs. “Pretty much.”
I glance across the table at Cyrus. “He could just have a crush on her or something.”
He nods. “We need more if we’re going to convince the others.”
Taking a drink of my coffee, I push my mug to the side and stuff my hands in my jacket pockets. “What did you say when he offered?”
“I asked him how I knew I could trust him. He said I couldn’t trust anyone, so why was he any worse.”
“Did you agree to let him help you?”
She lets out a snort. “That’s not how I play hard to get. I told him to fuck off. He seemed surprised by my response, but said if I changed my mind, to blink three times at him, then twice, and he’d know I was in.”
My thoughts race with the possibilities of what he could be up to if he isn’t our mole. Could he really just have a thing for Draya? It wouldn’t be the weirdest thing, although she’d devour him in one bite. But if he is the traitor, she’s an attractive ally. If so, that means he’s working alone. My gaze rises from the table to meet Cyrus’s. “What do you think?”
He glances past me and I turn to see Chase, Gunther, and a couple of other guys walking toward us. “I think now is the time to find out what he has in mind.”
Draya scratches her head. “You don’t think he’ll be suspicious I changed my mind so quickly?”
“He doesn’t know you like I do. Maybe he’ll think after being dragged out here so early this morning, you’ve had enough of captivity. Find out what he’s up to. I’ll brief leadership.”
Cyrus stands and moves to grab Draya by her arm. “What about my breakfast?”
“You should have thought of that before you refused to cooperate,” Cyrus growls once Chase is within earshot.
Chase drags his attention from his friends to make eye contact with Draya. I have to force myself not to look at her face, and instead take her other arm as we walk her past Chase.
Once we’re far enough away, Cyrus says, “I’ll have Mateo bring you something later. Were you able to message him?”
“Yeah. Expect another visit tonight.”
   
The sheer number of bodies breathing inside our tent turns it balmy. “Can you open the flap a little?” I ask, peeling off my sweater and thermal.
“Can’t risk someone walking by,” Mateo says, sweat trailing down his temple.
“What time did he show up last night?” Rainey asks.
“’Bout one,” Cyrus says.
Jack flicks his wrist to check his watch. “We’ve got about forty minutes if he sticks to the same schedule.”
Rainey slaps Jack on his biceps with the back of her hand, her eyes glued to the screen on the right. “Maybe not.”
A shadow passes over the screen before a human form drops into view. “Let’s go,” Cyrus says, checking his gun before tucking it in his waistband.
I check my own and bundle back up before heading outside where the temperature is at least thirty degrees cooler and dry as a desert summer, wicking the sweat from my face and making me shiver.
Moving with the stealth we were all trained for, the five of us pick our way across camp, sticking to the shadows until we’re behind Chase. He’s crouched in the same place he was last night. We drop to the ground and inch forward on our stomachs, Chase oblivious to our presence.
Each of us has a special earbud that is paired with a mic Draya is wearing. They’re short range, but at about fifty feet away, I can detect Draya’s breathing. Then her first static-laced words come across.
“How do I know you’re not setting me up for something?”
“How do I know I can trust you?”
She laughs. “I’m confined to a tent twenty hours a day. What do you think I’m going to do?”
“You haven’t tried to escape. Maybe you’re working with them.”
“Working with them to do what?”
He scoffs. “You really don’t know?”
“I’m going to bed. G’night, Chase.”
“Wait!”
“I don’t know what game you’re playing, but I’m done.”
“I can help you. But I need something in exchange.”
“Of course, you do. Isn’t that how it works? I’m not sleeping with you.”
He blows out a harsh breath that is audible through the mic. “This isn’t about sex.”
“Then what is it about? I’m tired of this twenty questions bullshit.”
“I need to know I can trust you.”
“If I say you can trust me, is that good enough for you?”
He doesn’t say anything for a long time. Like that wasn’t even a question he’d considered. “I know you’re in the Uprising. I know you were in charge the night of the train bombing. I know you were clobbered the night the rest of these clowns helped Evan escape. And I know they came after you. But what I don’t know is why. Why do they want you so bad? Tell me that and maybe I’ll trust you.”
“They want revenge for what I did to Evan.”
“It doesn’t look like you’re faring all that bad here.”
“I only know what they told me. But I suspect they plan on using me for leverage somehow.”
“I thought the same thing.”
“Okay, you tell me something about yourself, Chase. Why do you want to help me?”
“I told you. I need something from you.”
“Tell me what you need, and I’ll consider it.”
He pauses again. “I need you to give me credibility with the Uprising.”
“What?”
He lets out another frustrated breath. “I’ve been providing information about this little resistance, but they think I’m making it a bigger threat than it is to get more money from them. You can back up my claims. Confirm what’s going on. Last time I met with them, they told me to quit wasting their time.”
“Bullshit. There was an ambush very near here.”
“They don’t know where the camp is. They must’ve followed the team. I’m keeping the location as insurance. I only told them where the scouting teams enter and exit the Union. They think this is just disorganized Unionites trying to survive. They don’t believe the Resistance is capable of doing anything significant. But you can help me convince them.”
“That’s enough for me,” Mateo growls, launching himself up and rushing Chase.
I scramble after him, but Mateo has Chase in a headlock before Chase even realizes what’s happening.
“Give me one reason I shouldn’t kill you right now,” Mateo says.
Chase’s eyes bulge, and he grabs uselessly at the muscular arm around his throat. “I have information,” he squeaks out.
Mateo executes an effective chokehold until Chase loses consciousness.
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INTERROGATION

Cyrus
Dense fog pushes in, contributing to the ominous atmosphere. Chase is slumped in a chair, ankles tied to the legs, hands secured behind his back. His head hangs forward, chin on his chest. It took a while to convince the others to allow me and Mateo to handle this. They’re nearby, listening, thanks to the tiny mics we’re both wearing. Questioning Chase is too important to involve anyone not trained in Black Arts. Rainey never completed her training and Ev and Jack weren’t Uprising commanders.
Mateo drags a bucket of water from the lake and stalks over to us, dumping the contents over Chase’s head.
Chase sputters, his head flying up, eyes wide as he takes in the two of us. His gaze darts around before settling on me, then Mateo. “Whatever you think you know, you’re wrong.”
I cross my arms over my chest and step toward him. “Is that so?”
“I was just hitting on her. It’s not like I can talk to her around camp. That’s the real reason I switched with Gunther. It wasn’t because he liked a girl, but because I do.”
“Try again.”
“I’m serious. I don’t know what else you think it could be.” His eyes widen further. “Did you think I was gonna hurt her?”
Guy’s good. I’ll give him that. If I didn’t know what he was really up to, I might actually buy his bullshit.
“Enough,” Mateo says. “We heard everything you said to Draya.
What little color was left in Chase’s face drains away and his chest heaves as if he can’t breathe.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Mateo flips the bucket upside down and places it over Chase’s head. “You’re hyperventilating. Breathe normally.”
Soon his breaths return to semi-normal and Mateo removes the bucket.
“I-I’m c-cold.” Chase’s teeth chatter.
“Tell us what you know, and we’ll get you a blanket,” I say.
“I-I th-thought you heard everything.”
I’m about to backhand this jackass, but Mateo is playing bad cop, so I check my impulse. “We know what you told Draya, but we don’t know who you are, who you work for, or why you decided to be a traitorous fuck.”
His head snaps back and his eyes narrow, like he’s working to control his anger. “You don’t know what it’s like.”
I cock my head to the side. “Enlighten me.”
“You people think the Union is so perfect, you’re all dying to get in. It’s great if you have money like the Minellis or McIntyres. But those of us who grew up on the lower levels…” He snorts. “Yeah, not so much.”
Mateo scoffs. “You complaining you had to lift a pinky for your fancy meals?”
Chase’s cheeks flush, unable to hide his anger this time. “I get it, okay, you guys got a raw deal out here. But in the Union, it’s only a utopia on the top levels. Sure, we got food, but we had to do the shit jobs that no one else was willing to do. We worked in darkness, cleaning up their literal shit when the pipes broke. We were well-fed, educated, and clothed servants of the wealthy.”
“So, you decided to sell us out because you have a stick up your ass about your Uni life?” Mateo asks, his voice dangerously low.
“Let’s just say I’m not opposed to what they’re trying to do.”
“Who?” I ask.
“Kearney. The Uprising. They want to take us back to the way things used to be. When we had freedoms. When you could succeed through hard work and determination instead of which level of the Union you happened to be born on.”
“At what cost?” Mateo asks. “How many millions need to die for this freedom you think you don’t have?”
He swallows hard. “What do you mean?”
Shaking my head, I take a step forward so my face is close to his. “He wants that oil for jet fuel. For the fighter jets he has access to.”
“I’m sure it’s just to scare everyone into compliance.”
I snort. “How is that freedom?”
Chase rocks back into the chair, the front legs lifting off the ground. He wiggles the best he can to keep from tipping over. Just before he reaches the point of no return, Mateo grabs his shoulder and yanks him back.
“You don’t get it. You live out here where no one tells you what to do, or how to do it. You can do whatever you want whenever you want.”
“Fine,” I say. “You have your reasons. How’d you find your contacts?”
He shrugs. “They took me the same night they took Evan. Once they realized we weren’t together, they let me go. But I knew where to find them because of that.”
“You stabbed us in the back to make a buck?” It takes all my concentration to keep my voice low.
“At first, I just needed a place to stay, food to eat. But once I heard they were looking for Evan, I knew I had something of value. They paid good money to find out where she was. But when she got away, I figured there was even more money to be made by feeding them bits of information over time.”
Chase ratted her out that morning? Dom told me it was his sister, Valencia, and I believed him. I should beat his ass right now. My shoulders bunch with the need to punch something, preferably the asshole in front of me. Mateo grabs my arm from behind. I jerk out of his grasp, but he’s right. We still need more information.
“How did you expect to get out of this?” Mateo asks.
Chase’s features go slack.
The moron was too stupid to have an exit strategy. “Who’d you talk to?”
His mouth forms a tight line. Up until now, he’s been quite chatty.
Mateo steps forward, putting his boot on the seat of the chair, ready to kick it back. “Let’s try again. Who did you provide your intel to? I want names, locations, dates, and times.”
“I can’t tell you that.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
Chase shrugs.
Mateo retrieves his knife and flicks it open, embedding the blade in the wood of the chair back, inches from Chase’s neck.
Chase’s eyes widen so much, his eyeballs are on the verge of popping out of their sockets. “Y-you’re crazy,” he sputters.
Mateo leans over until his face is less than inch from Chase’s, a wicked grin pulling at his lips. “Yep.” He grabs his knife from the chair with a quick pull, running his finger along the blade before folding it back into the handle. After pocketing the knife, he stretches his neck like he’s readying for a fight. “Who’d you meet with?”
“If I tell you, they’ll kill me.”
“And if you don’t, I’ll kill you.” Mateo cracks his knuckles, one at a time, dragging out the silence.
I step forward. “We need to know who you met with and what you told them. If you cooperate…” I glance over my shoulder at Mateo, playing my part. “I won’t let him hurt you.”
Chase blows out a breath that becomes a white cloud as the temperature continues to drop. Adrenalin has kept his chills at bay, but he starts to shiver again. “Can we go inside somewhere? Or maybe by the fire?”
“When we’re done. The faster you talk, the quicker you can warm up.”
“I don’t know their first names, but there were two guys who questioned me. The first time I approached them with information, I asked for them. One is Robinson and the other is White. I’ve seen them maybe a dozen times now. Every time I go into the Union on a supply run, I find a way to break off on my own for a while.”
“How?” Mateo growls.
Chase shrugs again. “The others were more than happy to stop into a bar for a few drinks. I told them I don’t drink and wanted to check on my family. They bought it.”
I glance back at Mateo. Some serious shit is going to go down with the rest of the scouts after we’re done with Chase. “What did you tell them?”
“At first, I told them where to find Evan at the beach camp. After that, I told them about a group organizing to take them on. They were interested, but when nothing happened, they didn’t think you were a serious threat. After we moved out here, it was harder to meet with them. But then I told them where to find the scouts going into the Union to get supplies. I figured if they saw the evidence for themselves, they’d believe me.”
My eyes close and I take in a deep breath to keep my cool. I never thought I’d walk again thanks to that little tip. “And after that?” I ask through gritted teeth.
“They were more interested. At least for a time. They wanted to know where this camp was located, but I knew once I told them, they wouldn’t need me anymore. I fed them other information instead. They paid me, but not much and said if I wanted anything else, I was going to have to find out what you’re up to.”
“What did you tell them?”
“That I didn’t know the ultimate plan, but I’d find out for them. They just laughed.” Chase drops his head. “That’s why I needed Draya’s help. And if you really heard what I said to her, then you know the rest.”
We question him for another hour, but the details are so vague, this guy has to be the worst spy in the history of espionage. It’s clear he was only involved for whatever he could get out of it and not some burning belief in the cause. Once I’m sure he has nothing more to offer, Mateo hauls him off to let him warm up while I regroup with the others.
   
Ev paces the clearing, her hands clenching and unclenching. “He’s lying.”
“Care to elaborate?” Rainey asks, standing with her back resting against a tree. “Maybe while not moving so much.”
Ev stops and shakes her arms while flexing her fingers. “Sorry. I’m still trying to process everything. The part about him having to clean the sewage pipes can only mean one thing—he’s an ex-criminal. Which, all things considered, makes sense.”
“Wait, I thought the Union was a utopia. You have criminals?”
Ev shoots Rainey a dark look. “It’s still populated with people. People still behave like humans. Just most crimes are not about survival or desperation, but pride, power, greed, or passion. The worst jobs go to the worst non-murdering types.”
Rainey nods. “Okay. He probably lied about that so we wouldn’t know he’s shady. But that doesn’t mean he lied about anything else.”
“I guess.”
Mateo jogs up to us. “Did I miss anything?”
“Just Evan freaking out again,” Rainey says with a smirk.
“Shut up,” Ev says, but there’s a lilt to her voice that indicates she knows Rainey is kidding. Mostly.
“About?”
Ev sighs. “Chase lying about his sewer duties. Only criminals do that.”
Mateo shrugs. “The guy’s less than honest. Doesn’t surprise me. Anything else he lied about?”
Ev gnaws on her bottom lip for a long moment. “Not that I know. Everything else sounds right. But how can we trust any of it? I mean, he did something bad enough to be sent to the bowels.”
“He probably punched a cop or something,” Jack says, deciding to join the conversation. “Meaning he probably has issues with authority.”
“What else could get him sent down there?” Rainey asks.
“Seriously injuring someone with intent, unintentional death as a result of a deliberate act, or any other violent crime, whether or not that violence resulted in serious injury or death.”
“So, nothing good.”
Jack shakes his head. “Nope.”
Ev rubs her hands together. “I’m freezing. Can we continue this in our tent, or the mess tent at least?”
“Yeah,” I say, taking her gloved hands between mine, attempting to warm them.
“Lisa was going to make some hot cocoa for us, so the mess is my choice,” Jack says.
“Where’d we get chocolate?” Rainey asks.
Ev shrugs and hides a smile.
Lisa’s waiting for us when we arrive and quickly serves up five mugs of hot cocoa before giving Jack a kiss and leaving us to talk. Inside the mess tent, a small prep area behind the counter has enough room for us all to sit. We drag benches inside and align them on either side, taking seats.
Jack pulls his beanie off and runs a hand through his shaggy blond hair. “What do we do with him? I don’t want him here, but we can’t just let him go either.”
“What about sending him to Vaughn’s group?” Ev asks.
I shake my head. “We can’t risk him escaping. He’s too dangerous.”
“We can’t stay here,” Ev says. “I mean, I know he said he didn’t tell them our location, but I don’t trust him. We could leave him behind when we move.”
“Unless we tie him up, we can’t guarantee he won’t follow us,” Mateo says, licking a ring of chocolate from his upper lip.
I glance at Ev out of the corner of my eye, hoping she’s ready to accept Chase’s fate. “If we tie him up, he’ll die a slow and painful death or be eaten by wild animals. A bullet to the head will be far more humane.”
She sucks in a breath. “What if we dumped him back in the Union? We could tie him up so he couldn’t follow us, but someone would find him.”
“No, Evan,” Mateo says. “He knows where this camp is. If he brings them here, a good tracker can get a lead on us. Plus, if he shows them this place, they’ll be more inclined to take his other claims seriously. He needs to disappear.”
“Can we take him with us? He could be our prisoner until everything is over.”
“Too risky,” I say.
Her body slumps beside me, the fight going out of her. There is no other option, as much as I wish there was.
“When?” she whispers. “When will you…do it?”
I swallow hard and lift my gaze to meet Rainey’s. We both know it’ll be one of us. It’s too much to ask of Jack, who took an oath to protect and serve his fellow Unis. Ev has enough guilt weighing her down without killing the guy who saved her life. And I promised Chase I wouldn’t let Mateo hurt him if he cooperated with us. But I owe Rainey a debt I can never repay. Which means it has to be me.
“Soon,” I say. “A day at the most.”
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A NO-WIN SITUATION

Evan
N either one of us says anything on the walk back to our tent. Cyrus grips my hand, his jaw clenched just as tight. My head swims with every interaction I’ve ever had with Chase, from escaping the train to seeing him waiting for me the night we broke out from captivity, to all our conversations in camp. How could I have been so wrong about him? Then again, I was wrong about my own mother, so I’m pretty sure I’m the worst judge of character ever.
There’s no way to make sense of this and I’m grateful Cyrus is giving me the time I need to sort it out before he starts trying to dissect my frame of mind. We settle into our tent for the night, and although it’s late and I’m physically exhausted, my brain won’t shut down. Instead it’s hell bent on replaying tonight’s events on a never-ending loop. I take everything Chase said and try to evaluate it against what I thought I knew about him.
Beside me, Cyrus’s breathing eventually becomes deep and even, but sleep never comes for me. By the time the inside of our tent turns a soft gray with the morning light, I’m resigned to the fact that coffee will be a large part of my diet today.
Cyrus stirs beside me and I wait for him to wake. After a long night of thinking on my own, I’m ready to talk it through with him. He lets out a groan as he rolls over and sits up, rubbing his hands over his face.
He glances at me. “You’re awake?”
“All night.”
His only response is a grunt as he moves to stand, his lower body always stiff in the morning now. He quickly dresses and grabs his coat.
“Where are you going?”
“To check things out. I’ll see you later.” He leans in for a quick kiss, that feels like an afterthought, before ducking outside.
I dress and follow after him about five minutes later, but he’s not at the mess tent. After lapping the campground, I give up and go grab some coffee.
Lisa, Sonia, Marcus, Colin, and Ally are busy preparing breakfast. “Need help?” I ask.
“We got it covered, EvTay,” Colin says.
Lisa lifts an eyebrow in my direction. Jack probably filled her in on what went down last night. I give her a slight nod, but even that feels like a lie. I’m not okay with any of this, but I don’t know what else to do. It’s the very definition of a no-win situation. The impossible choice. And the one person I need to talk to about it is nowhere to be found.
Lisa hands me a mug of coffee, which I gratefully accept. “Thanks.”
She glances over her shoulder at her busy kitchen staff. “I have a few minutes. Do you want to sit?”
I miss my long talks with Lisa. She was my sounding board before Cyrus. In some ways, she understands me on a level he never can, thanks to a friendship that spans nearly fifteen years. “Sure. If you have the time.”
After pouring herself a cup of coffee, she leads the way outside to a table. Small flakes of snow feather down from the sky, melting as soon as they land. “I know this is eating away at you, Ev. I’m worried about you.”
I pull my warm mug to my face and inhale deeply. “God, I just…I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel. I mean he saved my life, but he nearly got Cyrus killed. It’s totally messing with my head. Why save me only to betray me? Even if he recognized me on the train, how could he have known they were looking for me? Either Chase is a phenomenal actor, or he’s a bumbling opportunistic idiot.”
Lisa’s dark eyes watch me over the top of her mug as she takes a sip. She swallows and sets her cup on the table, snowflakes floating into it, immediately becoming one with the dark liquid. “Jack’s good at reading people. He thinks the guy just took advantage of a situation that fell in his lap.”
“If that’s true, he wasn’t obligated to save me, which means I’m back to being conflicted.”
She reaches across the table and covers my gloved hand with her bare one. “I know. Jack thinks Cyrus is going to take care of it himself.”
My head jerks up. “What? Why? What did Cyrus say?”
She shakes her head. “He didn’t say anything. But you know Jack and the way he’s always analyzing people. He said Cyrus would never ask anyone else to do it.”
“What about Mateo?”
Lisa shrugs. “I don’t know. I think Mateo or Rainey would be okay with it. Jack will do it if they ask, but for obvious reasons, he doesn’t really want to. But Jack thinks Cyrus is owning this.”
“Shit,” I whisper. “That explains so much.”
“What?”
I drop my gaze to her hand, still resting on mine. She must be freezing. “He’s been closed off since last night, and he took off on his own early this morning.” My head feels light and dizziness sets in before I launch myself up from the table. “You don’t think…” Fear grips me as I run down the path to our tent and shove my head inside. Cyrus isn’t there and it doesn’t appear he’s been back since he left earlier. What if he’s executing Chase right now?
I tear through camp and stop at a small gray tent a hundred yards from ours. “Mateo. Mateo, are you in there? Mateo!”
“Hold on,” he grumbles from the other side. A minute later, he pokes his head out, shirtless. “What?”
“I think Cyrus is going to…going to kill Chase.”
Mateo shrugs. “Yeah. It needs to be done. He’s probably the best. Dude nearly got him killed. And you.”
“No! He can’t. It’ll destroy him.”
He lets out a long sigh. “Evan…”
“Mateo, Cyrus can’t do this. I know he’s killed before. We all have, but this is different.”
“Are you going to do it, then?”
My breath catches, but if it comes down to me or Cyrus, I’m already about as broken as I can get. It won’t matter if I do it. “I can.”
“You look like you’re about three seconds from throwing up.”
“I didn’t say I want to. But I can do it.”
The corner of his mouth lifts in an almost smile. “I know you can. But I think the camp has had enough of your scream-mares. It’s been quiet around here lately. Not sure we want that to start up again.”
If not me or Cyrus, then who? I can’t ask Rainey to do it. She saved Cyrus’s life in Mexico. It’s not fair to ask Jack either. Which leaves Mateo.
Before I can even ask, he says, “He won’t let me do it.”
Right. During the interrogation Cyrus promised Chase that Mateo wouldn’t hurt him if he cooperated. Cyrus always honors his word. He didn’t say no one would hurt him, only that Mateo wouldn’t. “I’ll do it,” I whisper.
“Evan, that’s not a good idea.”
“We don’t have any other options. Cyrus is already pulling away and he hasn’t even done anything yet.”
Mateo blows out a short breath through his nose. “I might have an idea.”
   
The snow has been falling all day, blanketing the campground with white powder that crunches beneath my boots. Mateo convinced Cyrus to hold off on executing Chase until tomorrow night. That gives me only a few hours to finalize my plan.
I debated bringing Mateo with me, but in the end, I decided it would be better if I did this alone. Dom is on guard duty when I arrive. He nods a greeting as I approach.
“Hey,” I offer.
“Hey.”
“Um, so—”
“You don’t owe me anything. I believed it was my sister, too. I told Cyrus it was Val.”
“I know. But I believed it because I wanted to. I wanted to see her as the enemy. Deep down, I knew she loved him, and I hated her for that. But none of what happened was her fault.”
“If I ever see her again, I’ll tell her.”
I give him a slight smile. “Thanks.”
“Are you here to see the prisoner?”
“Yeah.”
“Go on in.”
I unzip the tent and step inside. Draya’s on the ground playing a game of solitaire with the cards Cyrus acquired for her.
“Hey.”
She glances up for a brief moment then returns to her game.
“Can we talk?”
She scoops up her cards and sets the deck aside. “About?”
“Cyrus. I’m worried about him.”
A flicker of concern crosses her features before she shuts it down. “Did something happen?”
It’s now or never. “Not yet. But he’s dead set on executing Chase himself. It’ll destroy him. He’s already deeply affected by just making the decision.”
She shrugs. “You want me to talk him out of it?”
My eyebrows shoot up. I hadn’t even considered that. “Do you think you could?”
Draya takes in a deep breath. “Doubtful. No one talks him into or out of anything. I mean, I can try, but I don’t think it’ll do any good.”
“Mateo convinced him to wait until tomorrow by telling him we need to grill Chase one last time to see if he’ll crack. But…the reason I’m here is because you owe me.”
She rocks back, pulling her knees to her chest. “Are you suggesting what I think?”
“I’m asking you to kill Chase. If you do this, we’ll be even. I’ll never bring up what happened during my interrogations again.”
The color in her face deepens and I expect her to tell me again that she saved my life, but instead, she merely nods. “Okay. I’ll do it.”
“Really?” That was a lot easier than I expected.
“I’ll do it for Cyrus. He’s like a brother to me.”
“It’s not like it’ll be all that hard for you. I mean, I’m sure you’ve done this lots of times.”
Her eyes narrow. “You would think that.”
My left eyebrow rises. “Oh, come on. You’re telling me that in all of your time in the Uprising you never had to kill anyone?”
She sits forward, crossing her arms over her chest. “No.”
“Well you must have ordered someone else to do it, so you didn’t have to get your hands dirty.”
“You really can be a bitch, you know that?”
I jerk back. She had me beaten and tortured until I wanted to die. “Well, I guess that makes two of us.”
“I didn’t order anyone’s death.” She sighs and uncrosses her arms, her hands coming to rest in her lap. “But I knew executions were happening, and I didn’t do anything to stop them.” She lifts her head and pierces me with her cool blue eyes. “Until you.”
“Here we go again.”
“I’m not proud of what I did, but I did what I had to in order to survive. I hated everything after Lucien died and I wanted to destroy the world, burn it to the ground. I blamed everyone and everything for his death. Not just you. I cursed fate and the Union and even the goddamn weather, because it was raining the day he died. To this day, the rain makes me die a little more inside.”
A lump grows in my throat, forcing me to swallow so I can breathe as hot tears cloud my vision.
“Oh, stop. I’m not telling you this so you’ll feel sorry for me, but if I’m gonna do it, I figured I should come clean. I did join the Uprising to take down the Union. I was so pissed, so full of hate, I lashed out in the only way I knew how just to get through one more day. The truth is, I didn’t even want to live. But I wanted…no needed…to avenge Lucien’s death.”
“So you were okay with killing people who had nothing to do with Lucien’s death just because they happened to be born in the Union?”
“No.” She finds a loose string on her sleeve and begins to twist it between her thumb and index finger. “I realized over time that there was no way to avenge Lucien’s death. Instead, I decided to honor his life. When I saw you that night, the night of the train bombing, I thought it was a sign. Lucien always believed that bullshit about everything happening for a reason. I knew if he was here, he’d want me to save you.”
I don’t know what I’m supposed to say in response. I still have so much anger over what happened to me at the hands of her goons. But if what she’s saying is true, maybe I’ve been wrong about all of this, too. Her pain is authentic, palpable. She and Lucien spent their entire lives together. They grew up in the same town before falling in love. I don’t know that I would have reacted any differently in her shoes.
I let out a slow breath. “We’ve both said and done a lot of things since Lucien died, but maybe it’s time to put it behind us. I know my pain pales compared to yours, but I loved him like a brother, and losing him…it gutted me, too. He was patient when I probably didn’t deserve it. And I know he’d want me to forgive you. He’d want us to get along.”
She sniffs, and turns away, but not before I catch the tears coating her eyes. After a moment, she clears her throat and faces me again, any trace of emotion gone. “I don’t do apologies and I won’t say I’m sorry for saving your life. But…I’m sorry those things had to happen to you. I wish there’d been another way. I didn’t enjoy your suffering, even though I know you think I did.”
I let her words settle over me for a few moments. “I did…at the time but not anymore. I’ve been blaming you for things I shouldn’t. I had my own anger to deal with and you were the focus of most it. It’s easier to hate a person than stuff I can’t control. And…I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but…thank you for keeping me alive and helping us get out.”
She blinks at me a few times, as if she can’t believe it either. Her lips part, but instead of accepting my gratitude, she merely smirks. “So, what’s your plan for getting me access to Chase?”
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SIX INCHES OF POWDER

Evan
I pull my hood up and draw the strings tight, the fake fur trim rustling in the wind as snow comes down at an angle, my boots sinking into six inches of powdered snow.
I made an effort to avoid Cyrus the rest of the day, but for no reason. I haven’t seen him since he left our tent this morning. There will be hell to pay tomorrow, but that’s a consequence I’m willing to accept.
If Mateo was able to implement his part of the plan, tonight’s task should be easy. Physically, anyway. If I let myself think about it too much, guilt gnaws at my stomach for dragging Draya into this. I’m still not sure how she managed not to kill anyone given her rank, but if anyone can bluff her way out of a situation like that, it would be her.
A deep snow drift blocks my path, forcing me go around it. As planned, Colin is on guard duty when I arrive at Draya’s tent. He studies me with his dark eyes. His old Uprising-issue knit cap is pulled down over his ears, and his bushy dark hair fans out from beneath it in spots.
“Hey, EvTay.”
“Col.”
“Are you sure you want to do this?”
“No. But I’m sure I don’t want Cyrus to do it. Did you talk to him at all today?”
“Not really.” He shifts his rifle from his grip to rest it on his shoulder. “I saw him a couple of times walking near the perimeter. He seemed lost in his own world. I asked him what he wants me to do with training now, but he just grunted that we’d talk later.”
“That’s more than I got from him.”
He finally breaks eye contact and pulls back the flap to Draya’s tent. Draya is bundled up, her thumbs rubbing against her index fingers. I’ve never seen her nervous as long as I’ve known her. Until now.
“Are you ready?”
She doesn’t even attempt to hide her anxiety. “No. So let’s go before I change my mind.”
We exit the tent and Colin grabs my arm, spinning me to face him. He pulls me into a tight hug. “Be careful.”
I don’t dare peek at him as we leave, afraid of what I’ll find in his expression. He still doesn’t trust Draya and thinks I’m making a mistake. But I love that he hasn’t tried to talk me out of it.
In just the short time I was in Draya’s tent, the wind died down, but the snow rate picked up. Big flakes tumble from the sky, partially obscuring the footprints I created on the way here. Without a definable path to follow, I have to pick my way from memory based on tents. But the tents themselves are gathering snow along with the ground around them, making it impossible to tell which way they face.
I’ve been along every path in this camp more times than I can remember, but nothing looks familiar. Except the trees. I glance toward the lake and orient myself with the tree line and make a sharp turn to the left.
“Do I get a gun to do this?” Draya asks, breaking the silence.
“Yes. But not until we get Chase.”
She lets out a frustrated huff.
There’s no reason not to give her the gun now. My lingering distrust is getting the best of me. I reach into the bulky pocket of my parka and retrieve the extra piece I grabbed from Cyrus’s duffel bag. “Here.”
She takes the weapon, checks the clip, and pulls back the slide.
We resume our trek, which is slow and laborious, my breathing heavy as I trudge through the deepening snow. As we make our way through camp, the only sound is the soft whisper of snow falling and our boots crunching against it. After passing the buried fire pit, I make another left and find a familiar tree. Beyond that is a lone tent with Mateo standing guard.
He watches us approach, bundled up in his own parka, fatigues tucked into his brown Uprising boots. He makes no greeting and offers no words as he pulls back the flap and steps inside, Draya and I following.
“On your feet,” Mateo orders.
Chase is lying on a cot, but the rigidness of his body tells me he’s not asleep. My guts twist with the knowledge that he’s probably terrified, at least until I remember the terror that consumed me in the hours and days after Cyrus was shot.
Chase turns his head to look at Mateo but doesn’t make any move to get up.
“I said, on your feet.”
With a sigh, he pivots to a seated position, his gaze traveling between me and Draya, confusion painting his features.
“Boots on.”
Chase complies, and when he’s done, Mateo throws him a parka. Once Chase is bundled up, Mateo secures his hands behind his back, grabs a rag, and shoves it into Chase’s mouth.
Chase’s eyes widen and tears coat his eyes. I force myself to not look away, to not feel pity, and instead remember everything he’s done. Because if I start to feel sorry for him, this might be the thing that finally breaks me for good.
Mateo shoves him between his shoulders, and Chase stumbles forward into the cold night. He blinks a few times and tries to say something around his gag, but it just comes out as muffled groans.
Draya takes one arm and I take the other, leading him away from the holding tent. We make slow progress over the soft terrain, our prisoner falling to his knees twice, nearly pulling us down with him. As we progress, I check our surroundings regularly. I don’t know where Cyrus is, but if he shows up at our tent and finds me gone, he may come looking for me. Not to mention any number of people could be heading for the latrines. But so far, we haven’t encountered another soul out at this hour.
We drag Chase into the trees where the snow isn’t quite as deep and walking is easier. While the leafless branches of the oak, maple, and other trees don’t do much to protect against the snowfall, the taller evergreens create an almost umbrella effect. The silence in the wooded area is as peaceful as it is foreboding.
A felled branch pokes out above the snow and Chase’s boot catches on it. He goes down hard and Draya and I can’t stop our fall this time.
Chase scrambles to his feet first and takes off, his hands still secured behind him. He stumble-runs, bouncing off a tree on the left before righting himself again. I push up to my hands and knees before standing and pulling my gun from my waistband. Draya gets to her feet before I do and takes off after him, but the snow-covered ground hinders her shorter legs more than Chase’s longer ones enough that he pulls away.
I could shoot him right now and be done with it, but Draya wants to question him one more time. Instead of running after him like Draya’s doing, I study the terrain and head right, picking my way carefully through the snow and over obstacles.
When I have Chase in my sights, I call out, “Stop! Take one more step and I’ll shoot.”
He pauses, one foot still up, and turns toward me.
In a blur, Draya tackles him from the side, and they both go down into a cloud of white powder.
I join Draya, and together we pull him back to standing, but he twists and pulls, attempting to get free.
“You’re only making this harder for yourself,” Draya says. “I’m enjoying this.” She pulls back the slide on her gun. “I’m armed for the first time in months.” She glances at me, a wicked grin pulling at her lips.
Chase sighs and stops fighting, allowing us to march him through the woods until we reach the lake. Draya wipes off a log and I yank Chase over until he’s seated and remove his gag. His eyes dart between the two of us. “What are you gonna do to me?”
“We want some answers,” Draya says.
“I already told Cyrus and Mateo everything I know.”
“See, I don’t think you did. Something’s not adding up.”
“Wh-what are you talking about?”
“When we took you into custody, it was clear you didn’t know Evan. It was also clear you didn’t know anything about what was going on. We cut you loose, but you stuck around. Why?”
“I…”
That never sat right with me either. “Don’t say you wanted to make sure I was okay. Because if you actually cared, you wouldn’t have ratted me out just weeks later.”
His lips purse and his nose scrunches as he snorts like an angry horse.
Draya takes a step closer and presses the muzzle of her gun up to the side of his head. “Talk.”
“You’re gonna kill me anyway.”
She tilts her head. “Probably, but I’ll make sure you don’t suffer first.”
His bottom lip quivers and he bites it to keep it still. “I don’t want to die.”
“Shit.” Draya turns her head and takes a deep breath.
“You should’ve thought of that before you betrayed the people who trusted you, who fed and clothed you for months.” The anger dripping from my words makes him jerk back.
Draya spins back, shoves the gun against the center of his forehead and presses hard. “Why’d you stick around?”
His eyes narrow, then squeeze shut, his shoulders dropping, and an almost peaceful expression crosses his face.
“Where’d you learn about corn flour?” Draya turns to me and we lock gazes. She gives her head a subtle shake. I take a step back and she follows, keeping her gun trained on Chase. When we’re far enough away to have a private conversation but still close enough that either of us could take him out with a single bullet, I ask, “So now what?”
“There’s more to his story than he’s told us. I’ve dealt with people like him. He knows he’s dead, and taking his secrets with him is his last act of defiance. There’s no way to break him.”
“He seems like a wimp. Are you sure?”
“I agree he’s not like the usual traitors I’ve dealt with, but there’s this expression they get, a look in their eyes, body language, when they’ve given up. He’s there now. It’s subtle, but I’ve seen it enough to know.”
“So, there’s no way to get the information out of him?”
She shakes her head.
“Then I guess there’s no reason to drag this out. Let’s do it.”
Draya nods and steps toward Chase, her outstretched arm beginning to tremble. She bites her lip before curling it inward, pressing her mouth into a tight line. I tense for the loud bang that doesn’t come.
My gaze shifts from her gun to her face and see the doubt written all over her features. It wasn’t fair of me to ask her to do this. She’s never killed anyone before. I’ve killed. Innocent kids. What’s one more guilty body to add to my count?
I double-check my own weapon for the third time and line up my shot. Before I can pull the trigger, a deafening bang comes from my left and Chase falls forward, landing face down in the snow, dark splatters marring the pristine white ground closest to him before a puddle staining the snow near his head grows ever larger.
   
With my gun stowed in my waistband, I can finally put gloves back on, but I can barely feel the tips of my fingers. After grabbing the shovels I stashed out here earlier, I start clearing snow to reach bare ground.
“What are you doing?” Draya asks.
I glance up from my little plot. “Um, digging a grave. There’s another shovel over there. You could help, you know. But I wasn’t going to ask, because you…” I nod toward Chase’s prone body. “You know.”
“I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess you’ve never dug a hole in your life.”
“Yes. As a matter of fact, I have. I’ve planted lots of trees. Maybe not a big body-sized hole, but how much harder can that be?”
She lifts an eyebrow. “When the ground is frozen solid? Pretty damn hard.”
My head drops and the shovel falls away, landing with a poof in the soft snow. “Now what do we do?”
Draya glances around, her gaze landing on the lake. “Come on.”
We walk over to the shore where a layer of snow-topped ice stretches as far as I can see. “This won’t work either.”
She retrieves the other shovel and returns to the edge of the lake before jabbing the ice with the point of the blade until it cracks. I go get mine and help her until the hole is big enough to fit a body through.
“We need to hurry before it refreezes,” Draya says, walking back to Chase’s body.
Water doesn’t freeze that fast, not even in these temperatures. What I didn’t count on is how long it takes us to drag Chase’s dead weight across the snow to the lake. We’ve only moved him about five yards when I have to stop and take off my parka.
By the time we get him to the shore, I’m sweating and breathing like I just sprinted a mile. As Draya feared, the hole has grown a thin layer of ice. She whacks it with the shovel and it shatters like glass.
Standing still for even a few minutes makes my sweat-soaked shirt cool and my teeth begin to chatter. Without a word to each other, Draya and I resume dragging the body to the shore. Taking care not to step onto the ice, we push him into the ice break. With one final shove of his boot, Chase disappears beneath the larger sheet of ice.
My muscles suddenly feel like rubber and a shiver takes hold of me. I retrieve my parka and bundle up, shoving my hands back into my down-filled gloves. But neither helps quell the chill racing through me. I may not have been the one to pull the trigger, but I’m still suffering from shock. I’ve experienced it enough to easily recognize the symptoms now.
We trudge back through the snow in silence until my gaze locks onto the blood-stained snow. My guts lurch and I swallow hard, but it’s not enough. I bend at the waist and empty the contents of my stomach.
When I stand up, Draya is nearby, looking pale. Either she’s having the same issues I am, or the smell of my vomit spurs her own as she leans over and retches. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, a haunted expression coloring her blue eyes. All because of me. Of what I asked her to do. I bend and heave again until my stomach has nothing left to give.
My wobbly legs collapse, and I slide to the ground, pulling my knees to my chest. We just murdered someone. Up until this moment, I viewed this as just another mission, like any other. But I can no longer ignore what we’ve done. What kind of pathetic leader makes someone else do the most despicable work? Isn’t this what I was saying to Cyrus not that long ago?
I glance at Draya to see how she’s doing. Her face is expressionless, but her eyes hold a glassiness, as if she’s in a private place where murder and betrayal can’t touch her.
“Draya…”
She turns her head toward me, but her gaze is still a thousand yards away.
“I’m sorry. I’m so…” My voice breaks and I hiccup a sob. “I shouldn’t have asked you to do that.”
“He had it coming. I don’t feel guilty about my actions, but I do feel…dirty.”
I nod, understanding what she means. I shot Dantel to save Cyrus’s life the day Lucien was killed. I didn’t regret saving Cyrus, but there is something in the taking of another life that winds through you and taints everything good inside, just a little. And it reminds me of something.
“Hopp’s dead.”
“What?”
“The guy who killed Lucien. He’s dead.”
Her blue eyes bore into mine, though her face remains expressionless. “When? How?”
“We went to Green Valley, me and Bryce, to drop the baby off with Miranda’s parents. I went to the house and he showed up there to torture and kill me. Bryce shot him.”
Her lips roll inward, and she blinks a few times. I have no idea what she’s feeling, and she gives nothing away. “We should get back before anyone notices we’re gone.” She stands and reaches a hand down to me.
I gratefully let her pull me up. My attention is drawn to the blood again. “Should we cover this up?”
Draya tilts her head back and stares up at the dark sky. “Mother Nature will do us that one small favor, I think.”
She hooks her arm through mine and the warm contact of another human being, someone who understands how I feel, comforts me in a way I never could have imagined. Even if that person is Draya.
After dropping her off and telling Colin the deed is done, I stomp through the snow to my own tent, my mind tangled up in the events of the past two hours. I’m so wrapped up in my thoughts, I don’t realize Cyrus is waiting for me until he calls my name.
“Evan.”
My head pivots up to find him in front of our tent, anger pulsing off him in waves hot enough to melt the snow around us.
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REPERCUSSIONS

Cyrus

Evan stops a foot away, eyes wide, guilt coloring the rest of her features. The stench of vomit hangs in the air between us. Her face is pale, and I’m too fucking pissed to care why.
“Cyrus, I...”
My arms are crossed over my chest as I wait for her to go on, even though nothing she says will change a thing.
Her bottom lip trembles. “I…we…oh, hell.”
“If you’re hoping to stammer and sputter until I give up, don’t bother.”
She narrows her eyes as her cheeks flush with color. “I am not doing that. I’m trying to find the right words.”
“I’ll help you out. There aren’t any.”
“You’re doing it again.”
My back teeth clamp down as I attempt to control my temper. “Doing what?”
“Getting mad before talking to me. You’ve made up your mind about what you think I did—”
“I don’t think, I know.”
“What do you know?”
“I went to Chase’s tent and found Mateo out front. He wouldn’t let me in. We…had words before I shoved my way inside to find Chase gone.” We had more than words, and things got physical before he fessed up.
Ev shifts her weight to her other leg. “And you automatically assumed the worst about me?”
“No. I got the details from Mateo about the fucked-up plan you two came up with. What the hell were you thinking?”
“I was thinking that you’d already made up your mind to take care of Chase without thinking about the repercussions.”
“So you just made the decision to do it yourself without talking to anyone?”
“A, I didn’t do it, Draya did, and B, I talked to Mateo first.”
My disbelief melts into complete confusion. “Draya?”
She blows out a frustrated breath. “Can we go inside. It’s freezing out here.”
There’s nothing I want less than to be cooped up inside with this much pissed off anger threatening to unleash itself, but her lips are turning blue, so I should probably get her out of the wind at the very least.
I turn and pull open our flap, allowing her to enter, following her inside. It’s warm in here thanks to the small solar heaters, but the battery will be drained in about an hour. Ev peels off her coat and boots, setting them on the drain board near the entrance.
After unwinding her scarf and draping it across one of the folding chairs, she turns to face me. “Do you want to hear my side of the story or do you just want to berate me for not doing things the way you decided?”
My body stiffens at her assessment, but I don’t respond.
“I’ll take that as you’re willing to listen. When you left this morning with barely a word, I went looking for you. I wanted to talk about last night, but when I couldn’t find you, I talked to a few people and figured out you were acting weird because you’d already made up your mind to kill Chase. It also became clear that you were avoiding me.”
“So, you went behind my back?”
“I went to Mateo. I asked him to do it instead.”
“You had no right to make that choice for me.”
“You had no right to make that choice for the rest of us, either.” She blows out a breath and crosses her arms. She looks ridiculous in my sweater. It hangs off her shoulders and comes nearly to her knees. “What are you really so upset about?”
“I don’t need you to ‘protect’ me.”
A deep scowl mars the skin between her eyes. “Don’t say it like that. Like it’s some sort of dirty thing. Are you that much of a macho ass that you can’t let a dainty little girl do something for you?”
“Don’t give me that.” A scoff slips out. “You’ve never been dainty in all the time I’ve known you. Foul-mouthed, prone to throwing tantrums, and too wild to pin down, but not dainty.”
“And now you’re insulting me.” Her left eyebrow goes up.
“You started it by calling me a macho ass.”
“I didn’t call you that. I asked you if you were. Can we please stop? This is getting us nowhere.”
I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. Bickering isn’t how I wanted this to go down. She needs to know how dangerous her actions are, not only to her but to the entire camp. “Let’s just stick with the facts. How did Draya become involved?”
“That was Mateo’s idea. I guess they talk a lot.” She shrugs. “And he thought she might be game to make up for…everything. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. I went to talk to her, and we came to an understanding.”
“What kind of understanding?” I growl.
“The kind where if she did this, we were even. No more blaming her for what happened to me, no more bringing it up, no more…anything.”
My hand runs through my hair. “Why…” I shake my head. She’s going to give me the same answer. She was trying to protect me like I’m still some damn invalid.
“Don’t look at me like that,” she snaps.
“Like what?”
“Like I disgust you. Do you really feel that way about me? The things you just said, I know you were mad, but do you really think I’m a foul-mouthed, tantrum throwing, wild child?” Her voice drops, the fight gone, and I just now realize how deeply my stupid words hurt her.
“You know I don’t.” I grab my jacket. “I need to go for a walk.” Outside the tent, I thrust my arms into the sleeves. I hate walking away in the middle an argument, but I’m clearly not in the right frame of mind to have this conversation.
The snow falls hard and fast. At this rate, we’ll be digging ourselves out of our tents by morning. I pick my way through the deep snow, stopping at Mateo’s tent. “Mateo.”
Rustling comes from the other side. “What?”
“We need to talk.”
“So talk.”
I sigh. “Out here.”
Cursing is followed by some heavy thunks before he yanks his tent open. “Are you out of your mind?”
I glare my response.
“Fine.” He grabs a coat and steps outside, leveling me with a stare. “I know you’re pissed, but you need to fucking get over yourself.”
“You went behind my back.”
He raises his eyebrows and we stare each other down for a long moment. “Let me guess. You both said some stupid shit to each other while you were mad?” When I don’t deny it, he shakes his head and lets out a self-congratulatory chuckle. “You made up your mind to do something without talking to her, and she did something without talking to you. You’re pissed at each other because you don’t communicate.”
The snow blankets the toes of my boots and my feet grow colder by the second.
He sighs. “Can we at least finish this in my tent?”
I grunt a response and follow him inside. It’s not as warm as our tent, but it’s a hell of a lot better than outside.
Mateo heads to the far corner and returns with a bottle and two glasses. He pours liquid amber into each and hands me one.
I take a whiff and decide it’s probably scotch before taking a sip. I cough as it burns a path down my throat. “Where’d you get this shit?”
He grins. “Yeah, it’s bad. Rainey picked up a couple of bottles at one of the trading posts. Tastes like it’s been strained through a pair of dirty socks.”
“Or worse,” I mumble, but take another swig anyway. While it reminds me of cow piss mixed with acid, it still warms me from the inside out.
“I’m gonna go out on a limb and say you’re not really mad about what went down, just that you weren’t consulted first.”
I take another sip and let the effects start to work their way through my bloodstream.
“You got no grounds to be pissed.”
My gaze leaves my glass to meet his dark stare. “Why’s that?”
“You didn’t tell anyone what you were planning. We all suspected it, though. Why do you think I was guarding Chase?”
Another long silence settles between us.
“Go back to Evan, tell her you’re sorry, and deal with it. We’ll debrief her and Draya in the morning.”
Grabbing my coat, I leave his tent, but he doesn’t get to tell me how to handle my relationship, so I trudge through the ever-deepening snow to figure it out on my own. I may not have told anyone what I was planning, but neither did she. Except for Mateo. They had no right to drag Draya into this mess.
After a few more laps around camp, my toes are numb, my fingers ache and my nose is running, so I return to our warm tent. I can’t just let this go without talking it through, but we can call a truce for tonight.
Ev is curled up under three sleeping bags. I crawl in behind her and press my chest to her back, resting my hand on her hip.
She reaches up to rest her hand on mine. Then lifts it up and tosses it aside.
So much for truces.
   
I open my eyes to find a pair of hazel eyes staring into mine. “What time is it?” I croak.
She glances at her wrist. “Almost eight. Debrief is in an hour. But we’re going to talk first.”
I close my eyes and groan, but she’s right. We need to be united heading into the meeting. Rubbing my hands over my face, I do my best to wake up, then reach for my clothes. “Can we talk over coffee?”
“You want to go out into that?” she gestures toward the tent flap.
“We need to eventually.” I pull on my boots and unzip the flap so I can peer outside. Blinding sun strikes stark white snow, and I slam my eyes shut against the assault. With care, I crack them open to squint at the outside world. The camp’s been busy this morning clearing paths, and smoke comes from the direction of the mess area.
When I turn, Ev’s pulling on her boots, yanking the strings tighter than necessary, as if they’re taking the brunt of her anger.
I should apologize, but not yet. We’re both guilty of withholding information, and I can’t accept blame without forcing her to acknowledge her actions first. While saying I’m sorry would dramatically improve things between us, it’s the easy way out, not the right one. Not that long ago I would’ve taken the easy route, but I’ve learned that we need to hash things out, as painful as that’s going to be.
When she’s bundled up, I grab my hat and step outside. She follows, stuffing her mittened hands into the pockets of her bulky coat.
Given the weather, there’s a lot more activity this morning than I expected, and we pass a couple dozen people on our short walk to the mess tent. The “good mornings” and “hellos” are the only thing keeping the frigid air between us from completely icing over.
Ev makes small talk with Lisa and smiles at Colin before returning to me with two coffees and her scowl firmly back in place.
I take a mug from her and set it on the table in front of me. Someone was kind enough to wipe off the benches so at least my ass won’t get wet. Neither of us speaks for a long time.
Ev glances at her watch. “If you want to do this before the debrief, one of us should probably say something.”
After another long beat, I start. “Look, I’m sorry for what I said last night. That wasn’t fair. I was pissed and trying to get a reaction. I didn’t mean it.”
Her gaze lifts from her mug to meet mine, the flat emotion in her eyes sending warning signals through my system. “I actually think you did. The words fell from your lips just a little too easily.”
“You think I’d be with you if I thought even half of that was true?”
Her teeth go to town on the inside of her lip, but she doesn’t answer.
“How many arguments have we had over the years? How many of the things that you said in anger did you mean?”
Her shoulders drop and tears pool in her eyes. Shit, I didn’t mean to make her cry, just see reason. My hand involuntarily reaches across the table to take hers. I give it a quick squeeze before pulling back.
“We have a way of zeroing in on each other’s biggest insecurities, don’t we?” she asks.
“Can we talk about last night?”
“What’s left to discuss?”
I want her to promise she won’t do something like that again, but I know she won’t. She’ll want me to promise not to keep shit to myself, which I won’t. We’re at an impasse.
“Let’s go,” Mateo says walking past us on his way to the lake.
I glance at Ev one last time, a sadness pulling at the corners of her mouth that rips me in two. As hard as we try to break our patterns, we are who we are.
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THE ATROCITIES WE COMMITTED

Evan
The sun reflects off the snow, creating a surreal brightness that is a complete contrast to my mood. Cyrus and I sit side by side, close enough, but not quite touching. The snapping and crackling of the fire breaks the deafening silence as we wait for Mateo to return from escorting Draya to her tent.
The debrief went as well as could be expected. Draya and I spent a couple of hours recounting what happened last night and answering questions. The continued snowfall overnight covered our footprints and Chase’s blood, hiding the evidence of the atrocities we committed. We gave the team a guided tour of the deed, including where we dumped the body. Solid ice topped with close to a foot of snow means he won’t surface for a while.
Crunching snow behind us signals Mateo’s return. “What did I miss?”
Rainey smirks. “Uncomfortable silence.”
Mateo’s attention immediately falls on me and Cyrus, the corners of his mouth turning down. We’re an ongoing source of drama among the leadership, I can’t blame him for being disappointed in us yet again. His head pivots so his gaze can sweep the group. “Thoughts?”
“I don’t think we can believe anything he said,” Rainey says.
Jack nods. “I agree.”
“Anyone have thoughts about what he was holding back?” Cyrus asks.
I shake my head. “I wish I did. His story doesn’t add up. He was released weeks before I was. How could he know Draya was going to help us escape? Or that we’d ultimately organize a resistance? And how did he know the corn flour password thing?”
“Someone got to him,” Mateo says. “But when and who we may never know. I think it’s safe to assume he compromised our location. I don’t buy his story about them not believing him. I suspect he was here to keep an eye on us and when he doesn’t check in, they’ll come looking.”
“We don’t know that for sure,” I say, glancing around at what has become our home and wondering how we’ll defend it if the Uprising attacks.
“We can’t risk it.”
“Then what do we do?”
Mateo sighs. “We’re grossly outnumbered and outgunned. We can’t win in a head-to-head fight. We really only have one option—bug out. And soon.”
“Where will we go?”
“I don’t know yet.”
Cyrus scratches the back of his head. “I might have an idea.” He glances at Jack. “How well do you know Vaughn?”
“Pretty well. He and my dad were partners before Vaughn disappeared.”
“Do you believe his story?”
Jack nods. “Yeah. It checks with everything else we know. I don’t know how he’d be aware of all that unless he’s telling the truth.”
“Okay. I want to talk to him, then.”
Jack stands and shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans. What is it with guys refusing to wear gloves? “I’ll go get him. Be back in a few.”
While Jack’s gone, silence descends again. Mateo clears his throat, and I lift my head from where I’d been studying the stitching on the cuff of my coat sleeve. “Shit went down last night, I get that, but you two need to figure your crap out. Go take a walk. Be back in twenty. We’ll wait for you.”
I sneak a glance at Cyrus. There’s no way we can sort everything out in twenty minutes, but I push up and wait for him to join me.
“I know you have plenty to discuss, so just reach a point where you aren’t at odds with each other. I don’t care about the rest, but the leaders need to work together.”
Cyrus passes me and heads back toward the mess tent. He stops once we’re out of earshot and turns his body toward me, but his head still faces away.
I’m not sure if I’m supposed to start or not and I don’t even know what to say. I know he wants me to apologize but I’m not sorry for what I did. And even if he hadn’t been avoiding me, talking wouldn’t have resolved anything, so I really don’t see how yesterday could have gone any differently.
He shoves his hands into his pockets. “Let’s just call a truce until we get settled.”
“That’s it? We have twenty minutes and you just want to call a truce?”
“Evan…” He lets out a long sigh and rubs his hands over his face. The use of my full first name instead of the shortened version is a barometer of how he feels about me at the moment.
“What do you want from me?”
He finally glances at me, his eyes full of the same frustration I currently feel. “I don’t know. I’ve thought about this every damn way I can, and you wouldn’t be you if you’d done anything differently. And I love you. I don’t want to change you.”
A lump lodges in my throat and I blink back approaching tears. I never doubted he loved me. Not for a second. But hearing the words in the midst of this fight is everything I need, and I fling myself against him, wrapping my arms around his chest.
It takes him a few seconds to pull his hands from his pockets and snake his arms around me, though he doesn’t hold me quite as tight as I do him.
Once I have control of my emotions, I pull back enough to make eye contact. “What’s the worst part about what I did? It can’t just be that I didn’t talk to you first, because you didn’t talk to me either.”
He steps away and runs a hand through his hair, his gaze landing on something only he can see. After a few long moments, he turns to face me, his features twisted. “I’m not weak. I don’t need you to save me.”
I blink a few times absorbing that. “Is that what you think? That I don’t see you as strong enough? Because of the…because…the…”
“Because I couldn’t do a fucking thing for months.”
I stare hard at him, trying to understand where he’s coming from. I know he grew up differently than I did, but he can’t honestly believe I only want him for what he can do for me. But if he does, I need to be careful about how I respond. I take several long moments to get my words lined up.
“Cyrus, you are so much more to me than just a hot, hard, body.” I grin, so he knows I’m serious, but also trying to lighten the mood. He doesn’t share my smile. “I come from a culture where men and women are equal. In all ways. And we do things for each other. It doesn’t matter who does what for whom. It all evens out in the end. So, I did what I did because I love you, not because I thought you couldn’t do it.”
His twisted features unwind a fraction, but I can tell he’s still struggling with the two very different worlds we grew up in.
“You were already pulling away from me and you hadn’t done anything yet. I…” My voice breaks and I swallow the boulder clogging my throat. “I didn’t want to lose you. I need you, and I don’t mean just physically. So, yes, I did it for you, but I also did it for me.”
He steps closer and pulls me into his arms. I sink into him, my eyes drifting closed.
“There’s a lot we still don’t understand about each other.”
He sighs. “The only way we’ll get there is to talk to each other.”
“I know. Neither of us are good at talking about difficult stuff. But if we can’t talk to each other, who can we talk to?”
His only response is to pull me closer and hug me tighter.
   
Vaughn Cooper sits next to Jack, looking very much at home in our camp. His legs are stretched out in front of him, his booted feet crossed at the ankles. His gaze travels the group before returning to Jack, the person here he knows best. “What did you want to talk about?”
Jack spends about a half hour bringing him up to speed on Chase and what we suspect. “We need to assume they know where we are. It’s not safe to stay put.”
Vaughn rubs his chin. “That’s a fair assumption”
“We need your input,” Mateo says. “We’ve got a few options on where to go, and they all present benefits and challenges. Right now, our close proximity to the Union gives us access to supplies. We could get that up near the Northern Territories, but that puts us pretty far from the Union and the spies we have in there keeping an eye on things.”
“Right.” Vaughn’s index finger taps his bottom lip. “The two biggest priorities are access to the Union and supplies?”
“In a nutshell,” Cyrus says.
“Why not settle with us? We’re not far from the Western Province and we have plenty of supplies. The town’s only about half occupied at this point, so there’s room to spare. Get you out of tents and off the ground. Plus, we’ve got a pretty well-organized resistance of our own. We’re already talking about working together, why not live together, too. Be a lot easier to coordinate that way.”
Everyone turns to look at me, the only one in our group who’s lived among them.
I shrug. “It’s not a bad idea. The biggest problems we ran into were due to a lack of trust among the locals, but if we’re there at Vaughn’s invitation, that should be less of an issue.
“Are there any downsides to this plan?” Rainey asks.
“A few,” Vaughn says. “You’re used to being autonomous here. That won’t be the case if you come with me. We’ll work together, but you’ll be part of a larger organization.”
Mateo nods, like that’s a given. “And if we choose to set up camp outside your town?”
Vaughn narrows his eyes. “If you want to spend the harsh winter in tents instead of inside four walls, we won’t stop you. Still, as part of the overall goals of taking down the Uprising and Kearney’s plans, we’ve got a solid organization. If we want to be successful, we need to combine forces and work together, collaboratively, not in tandem.”
The muscle in Rainey’s jaw ticks. Giving up control is going to be hard on everyone, but we don’t stand a chance on our own. We went out to find help. We can’t necessarily dictate how they help us.
I glance around at the rest of the leadership, then say to Vaughn, “Can we have some time to talk about it?”
“Sure. I’ll be in my tent.”
Once he’s out of sight, I say, “We’ll be better off in town, being a part of them. Yes, we lose some of our independence, but we’ll gain more. We know we can’t do this alone, so we have to compromise. We give up some and get some.”
“We’re giving up a lot,” Rainey says, twisting her scarf in her hands.
“We’re getting more, though. It’s not like they have some sort of rigid government. We’ll fit in well with them.”
Mateo stands and steps up to the fire, warming his hands before it. “I don’t know. I’m with Rainey on this.”
“If we set up camp outside town, but still work with them to take down the Uprising, we’re basically saying we’re not really a part of them. That we need them, but we don’t want them. I’m not sure that’s the best approach.”
Mateo and Rainey look skeptical, but Jack nods in agreement. “All these years, the Union and the Ruins have been separated by a wall. By a way of life. By cultural differences. But everyone here is living the same way, regardless of where we were born. And it’s working, Chase aside. We’re a close-knit group with the same goals and objectives. But if half the group chose to live outside our camp and only joined us when they needed something, would we still feel the same about them?”
Rainey scrunches her lips in that way she does when she’s weighing options. Jack phrased it way better than I did. He’s right and it soon becomes obvious the others realize it, too.
“Okay,” Cyrus says. “We move into town with no backup plan. Because that will force us all to try harder to assimilate. It’s not forever.”
“I’ll go talk to Vaughn,” Jack says.
“I’ll gather the camp and make the formal announcement in the mess area,” Mateo says.
And just like that, our lives are about to be turned upside down once again.
   
A trail of bodies loaded down with supplies, clad in heavy winter coats and colorful hats and scarves, snakes before us. They’re a stark contrast to the bright white snow covering the ground and the heavy clouds hanging above our heads. Even the smallest kids are tasked with carrying something.
I adjust my backpack straps to ease the pressure on my shoulders. Because we’ll live in town, we’re only taking what we need for our trip there, but it’s still plenty heavy. Quinn and Liam are not far in front of me. Quinn’s vivid pink knit cap bobs as she walks between her mother and father, Talia on Eddie’s other side. My stepmother has begrudgingly accepted Talia in her children’s lives because Talia is impossible not to like.
I haven’t spoken to my mother since the morning we fought and that’s the way I like it. She’s made attempts to talk to me, but I’m not ready. Sometimes wonder if I’ll ever be. It’s unfathomable that she betrayed me that way. She was supposed to love me unconditionally, but she kept the biggest truth of my life from me.
Farther up are Bryce, his dad, and no shortage of volunteers willing to take baby V off his hands whenever he needs a break. Mateo and Rainey are leading the pack, too far for me to see, leaving me and Cyrus to bring up the rear. We’ve been hiking for a couple of hours, our old camp now completely swallowed up by the forest behind us.
Cyrus reaches down to take my gloved hand. His gaze remains on the line in front of us as he clears his throat. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I lose sight of the bigger picture. All the shit we’ve weathered, we’re still us, Ev. We go from one disaster to another, but we never lose who we are. I’m sorry I forgot that. No matter what’s ahead of us, that’s all I need. Just…you and me.”
“Always,” I say, squeezing his hand.
And that’s everything we need to say. The understanding is as powerful as the weight of what’s still left to do, as bright as the freshly fallen snow covering our tracks, and as vital as the breath in my lungs.
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