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        This story is dedicated to me . . .

        Because I needed it right now.

        And maybe you do, too.
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        Thirteen Years Ago

      

      

      
        
        “The second collapse changed everything. Men no longer rule this world; they no longer have the power to systematically mistreat women. The Venus Rebellion rose from the ashes of the Reign of Mars. We emancipated our sisters from the shackles of the patriarchy and changed the face of the world forever.

        These events altered history as we know it. Forever.

        How strange it is to think of a time when women were bred against their will to suit the needs of the male elite. How strange it is to think of a world where women were murdered, raped, and enslaved at the whims of humanity—a humanity that abandoned them for eons.

        For as long as there have been humans on Earth, men have twisted every arbitrary law they invented to control us.

        The Venus Rebellion—which birthed the Venus Guard we know today—boldly said, ‘No more!’ in the face of this tyranny. Vanna Lombare, though you may know her as Mother Venus, never meant to be the face of a rebellion. She didn’t start out looking to change the world.

        Vanna Lombare escaped her husband’s compound, and she was lucky to do so. She could have fled to Canada or Mexico, as many women who escaped captivity in the years after the first collapse did.

        But she did not—”

        

      

      The Regent’s visage stares directly into our small group where we huddle on the floor of the Ward Home. Someone presses in against my back and I cringe, but it’s too cold to shy away from the contact completely.

      A tiny arm circles around my waist and I relax a little, laying my hand over hers. It’s just one of the smaller kids.

      I know the Regent can’t actually see us, but it feels like she’s staring into my soul as she tells the story. Every year, on Revolution Day, the reigning Regent comes on a holocast and tells the story of how the New Republic of America was formed.

      For a moment, with little fingers digging into my shirt to keep warm, I wonder how many more years the NRA will be able to access the satellites that send the holocasts. We haven’t been able to manufacture anything to reach space since before the first collapse—we simply don’t have the resources here, and there has been no trade with other countries since the second collapse. Everyone closed their borders. Isolation is the name of the game, now. Eventually, with no maintenance, the satellites will die and that will be the end of the holocast system.

      
        
        “Instead, she gathered the supplies she needed, and she went back to her husband’s compound and freed her sister wives. Dontae Lombare was the first execution during the Venus Rebellion, and the most notable.

        We can never afford to forget how our foremothers were forced to live. Women fought and died, inspired by the actions of Vanna Lombare, to set an expectation for freedom, for greater accountability of our male population, and we must always remember.

        Speak her name, today, sisters. Vonna Lombare is the reason we enjoy the freedoms we do. Even in the wake of all the tragedy that has befallen our nation, we have risen from those ashes and come out something much stronger than they could have ever expected.

        We are the New Republic of America, and we are where we are because of the Venus Guard, because of its founder, Vonna Lombare.

        Happy Revolution Day, citizens. Celebrate safely.”

        

      

      Regent Freestone smiles blankly into the camera, her holographic form bowing her head slightly before the image flickers and disappears completely. I can’t help but think how young she is, to be running an entire country. She’s maybe ten years older than me, if that.

      I can’t imagine myself ever leading like that.

      Two more years.

      I have two more years before I’ll be expected to join the Venus Guard. It’s the same for all the girls here at the Ward Home. It’s not that the home hasn’t been good to me—I’ve been cared for, fed, and safe for the most part since I was dropped off here all those years ago.

      Love. That’s the name they gave the nearly catatonic child who was shoved into the arms of a caregiver. I didn’t speak for quite a while, and when I did, I’d already grown used to this new name of mine.

      Love Ward suits me fine.

      There was no reason to change it then and there’s no reason to change it now.

      I glance around at the bodies pressing close together on the floor, still staring in shock at where the holocast disappeared. We don’t get them often and when we do, they usually deliver bad news of some sort. Revolution Day is a special occasion. And every year, the Regent’s speech reminds me I want to be something more than this. I want to be what my mother tried to be—something great, self-sufficient.

      I’ll be conscripted into the guard as soon as I turn seventeen, but I can’t wait. I want the opportunity to pay back the New Republic for raising me. And once my debt is paid off, I’ll move my way through the ranks and be a Venus Guard worth remembering. Maybe one day, my name can be spoken in the same breath as Vanna Lombare’s.

      That’s all I can hope for.

      To be able to provide for myself and the protect this society we have built for ourselves out of the ashes of a broken world. And it is broken. I know for a fucking fact that this world is never going to go back to the way it was before the first collapse.

      The things we learned about the world pre-collapse blew my mind. The things they got away with and called religion and freedom. There was a point where women couldn’t even get abortions, if they wanted them. The men in charge of the government actually prioritized the life growing in their stomach over the life of the woman carrying it, just in case it was a boy.

      Insane.

      The pictures in our textbooks show all kinds of things, beautiful gardens, sprawling estates, large campuses called ‘colleges’. The wasteful society that ruined this planet and the men who profited from it are gone, but the damage is done.

      The scientists say there’s too much radiation for things to return to normal any time soon. It’s been generations and we are still practically living in a waste land. Even with the inventions which allowed the Tribes to cultivate the lands in the center of the country, it’s a hard-won thing. The radiation-rain and dust storms ruin crops all the time.

      There was a shortage just last year, and the Ward Homes all suffered. As dependents of the Republic, anything we receive is considered charity. During a shortage, no one prioritizes charitable giving.

      I glance around the room as I stroke my fingers through the hair of the little girl clinging to my waist. Lyric hasn’t been here long, and she won’t tell anyone what caused her to be brought here, but she clings to me. Probably because I’m the oldest girl here.

      The boys stay on their side of the home for the most part, at least. I haven’t had any real problems with them, and I’ve been here a long time.

      Just two more years.

      Two more years and you’ll be free, I remind myself as one of the caregivers enters the room and claps her hands together.

      “If you’re wanting to watch the celebration tonight, you’ll need to get your chores done, children,” she sniffs, pushing her glasses up her nose. They’ve always fallen down, and I roll my eyes. It should be illegal to make us do chores on Revolution Day.

      “Why can’t the boys do it?” I ask suddenly, crossing my arms.

      The elderly woman pauses and scratches nervously behind her ear. “Well, these are your chores—”

      “But it’s Revolution Day. The anniversary of the day women won their freedom and you want us to wash dishes and fold laundry. It hardly seems right, Miss Lacey.” I try to sweeten my tone to soften the blow, but I know she can see through it. She narrows her eyes and shrugs.

      “If you can convince the boys to do them, then by all means, Love—”

      I jump to my feet and power walk from the room, intent on finding the boys and explaining precisely why they’re going to do our chores today. It’s not fair that women are expected to work on Revolution Day—even Wards.

      When my eyes fall on a group of them in their hallway, I smile widely at them and they all shake their heads in unison, as if they know they’re in for some kind of trouble.

      “I just want to talk,” I laugh, taking a step closer to them. I don’t know why they look suspicious, it’s not like I’m scary.
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      I groan, raking my fingers through my hair as I stare up at the cracked ceiling. This house is falling apart, I think as I try to collect myself. This quiet moment between dawn and day, after I wake up, but before my brothers wake for the day, is the only peaceful time I really have.

      The only moment where no one needs anything, no one is relying on me for anything. And I cherish those moments. It seems like every year, the problems around this place get bigger and bigger.

      Ma swears things are going to be better this year. She swears the crop is enough to pay our dues for a whole year for once, plus pay the help for the next season. I don’t know if I believe her. She’s always been a bit of an optimist when it comes to this property.

      I know she’s attached to it because she bought it as soon as she got out of the Venus Guard, but sometimes it’s important to know when a ship is sinking so you can get the fuck off the ship. Not that I’d know what being on a ship is like, I’ve never been anywhere near the coast. I have no intention of it either. Whatever radiation still clings to the rain over the land, I can’t imagine what the radiation in the ocean is like.

      And all those creatures swimming around under there? No fucking thank you. I shudder at the thought and slowly sit up, sighing as a small bead of water wells up in the crack in the ceiling. It must have something to do with a pipe.

      I groan, making a note to remind Liam to look at it when he has time today. He’s pretty handy with plumbing issues. Between Ma, Da, Liam, Connor, and me, we can take care of most things around this place ourselves.

      I chew on a cleanser tab as I stare with bleary eyes at the reflection in the mirror and wonder for a second who the fuck I’m turning into. The blonde hair pulled back from my face doesn’t help me look like either of my parents. The hazel eyes are different from them, too. Somehow, I look nothing like either of my parents, but like some mashed-up version of the two people who raised me. As I spit the toothpaste back into the sink, I groan and hold my stomach. I hate that I’m so hungry first thing in the morning. Every single part of me abhors eating so early, but there’s nothing to be done about it. I have to eat before I go out into the woods.

      Today, I’m going to snare that damn bear.

      A huge bear has been roaming the Tribe, harassing the neighbor’s cattle and busting into sheds. I want the meat for our freezer, but I also want to sell the fur. A bear pelt will be enough to pay our electricity and water dues to the Tribe Council for quite a while. Then, Ma won’t have to worry about it.

      I don’t know why those fuck nuggets are so greedy, anyway. The electricity comes from that old wind turbine at the edge of the Tribe. It’s not like it requires any work from the council to keep it running. Every once in a while, someone has to repair something on it, I suppose, but I haven’t ever seen anyone do a damned thing to it.

      They just want the credits.

      And I can’t blame them. Credits are hard to come by out here, and electricity and water are a huge commodity. It’s a valid scheme. But it’s still a scheme.

      I take a deep breath as I make my way down the hall, passing my brothers’ door and my parents’ next. I’m the last to breakfast, as usual. The first to wake, the last to eat.

      But I need those moments of silence in my room before I face them. I need them like I need water and air.

      “Up late again?” Ma asks as she chews on a piece of sausage. The bowl of porridge in the center of the table is already running low—having three men around will do that, I suppose. I shake my head as I snatch the serving bowl and stick my spoon directly into it. Next, I take two pieces of sausage and lay them in the bowl of porridge. The grease from the meat makes it more bearable.

      “Yeah,” I mutter, trying not to think about exactly how late I was up in a tree waiting for something to come by. The freezer is getting low again. I catch small game pretty regularly—small deer, birds, rabbits, and coydogs—but a bear or a big buck would keep us fed for quite a while. It would take some of the burden off me.

      Because this is my role. My family tends this land, grows crops to sell and to keep, and I hunt. Buying meat from our neighbors who raise cattle is too expensive. We need those credits for our Tribe dues and our taxes. Mom is supposed to get some sort of discount on the property tax, since she was in the Venus Guard before she had us, but from what I can tell, it’s still too damn high.

      “Did you catch anything?”

      “No,” I sigh, cutting my eyes toward my brother Liam as I answer him. He’s the eldest of my younger brothers. At seventeen, he isn’t a boy anymore, but he’s still too far from grown to take care of himself. And this world is a strange place for men. In the cities, they still treat them like second class citizens.

      It’s never been like that in our house. It’s never been that way in this Tribe, really. The men in the Tribes work on the land just like the women, there’s less separation here, though it’s still visible.

      “Nothing?” Ma asks.

      I take a deep breath, staring at the bowl of food on the table. Connor is silent, and Da knows better than to insert himself in these conversations . . . because despite the liberal nature of the Tribes, April Coleman came from the cities. She was raised in Old Vegas, one of the worst cities in the New Republic. And though she never talks about her time in Old Vegas, she did tell us about her time in the guard, and Ma isn’t someone who would ever let a man cross her and get away with it.

      Despite the fact that she kept Da instead of milking him.

      “The bear has everything spooked, I think,” I mumble around a mouthful of food. When she narrows her eyes on me, I carefully swallow the food in my mouth and push away from the table. “I’ll handle it.”

      “We have to get the harvest ready. After we save our portion for the season, we will still have a good bit to take to Dallas this time. We might even be able to afford more help next season.”

      More help with the crops means more crops which means more money. It’s a perpetual cycle, one my family has been in since my mother bought this land and hired Da to help her farm it.

      “Hopefully,” I murmur, grabbing my keys from the metal ring on the wall before I turn toward the door.

      “Will you be back in time to help with the harvest today?” Ma asks, an accusation in her voice.

      I hadn’t planned on it. I want to see Vanessa sometime today, actually, but I know I probably won’t get to because the hunting has been going so poorly.

      “I can try,” I sigh, opening the door.

      “Stay safe,” Da calls out behind me, just as the door slams shut.

      I roll my eyes heavenward, hoping for some kind of patience as I march toward the dune-buggy I use to navigate the property. I check to make sure all my things are still in the back: a few snares, a first aid kit, a crossbow, some bolts, and a gun—just in case. Beneath my seat, my machete is nestled safely out of sight. My knives are strapped to my thighs. I hardly ever use the gun, but I make sure to take it with me this time. Bears are big.

      This one might be sick, considering its traveling habits. It’s been moving a lot during the day. As I follow the path I’ve driven into our land, out toward the woods, I take a deep breath, my mind drifting to Vanessa.

      “When are we going to be something more than . . . this?” she’d asked me. I didn’t have an answer for her then, and I still don’t. But I do like her company. There’s something to be said for anyone who tastes as sweet as her.

      But I don’t love her.

      No part of me is in love with Vanessa, and I know that.

      She’s just a distraction from my daily life—one I don’t want to lose.

      I park the dune-buggy and jump out, grabbing the gun and extra snares, in case I need to set  more. As I walk through the woods toward the spot where I know one of my snares is set, I wipe the sweat beading on my brow with a huff. The extra snares on my back are heavy, the metal digging into the already sore muscles.

      “Fuck,” I mutter as I come across the first trap. It’s been triggered, but there’s no signs it even injured whatever stole the bait. There’s no blood, no fur, nothing. I check the area around the snare for footprints, trying to see if there’s signs it was that damned bear.

      As I brush my fingers over the prints in the soil, my heartbeat quickens. It was the fucking bear! Blowing out a puff of air, I move past the trap toward the next one, hoping against all hope that there will be something in it, even if it’s not the bear.

      We need meat.

      When I finally reach the second trap, I curse out loud. “What the fuck,” I mutter. I know for a fact this damned bear is here somewhere, in these woods. The neighbors have seen it walk back toward our property after it slaughtered their cows.

      Bears are vicious fucking animals, and I can’t believe there’s one here in Arden. We don’t get much big game. Some wildcats and coydogs because of the livestock, but for the most part, we get harmless wildlife out here.

      I kick a nearby tree and snarl my frustration to no one—there’s no one here to hear it. Everything in me wants to track that goddamn bear, but I know I can’t find it today and we need meat. With a heavy sigh, I trek through the woods toward a common game trail. Deer and rabbit run through this particular thicket daily—if I’m patient, and quiet, and keep my scent hidden . . . I should be able to snag something for our table, and maybe something for the freezer as well, if I’m lucky.

      I set a small snare and sprinkle a few pieces of gencorn in it for bait. It might catch a rabbit or a bird. I’ll take anything I can get, at this point. Once the trap is set, I crawl up into a nearby tree and wait, crossbow at the ready.

      It feels like hours pass by as I sit in the tree, my stomach rumbling and my mind wandering. I think about Vanessa, I think about all the conversations we’ve had recently.

      I know it’s going to come to an end soon. Eventually, she will get tired of me avoiding her questions and avoiding the commitment I know she wants. But, I’ve always been honest with her. I care about her as a friend, as a person, but not in the way she wants.

      I can’t change that any more than she can change how she feels about me. Us enjoying the sex just complicates matters a little bit more than normal.

      Though I won’t admit it to Ma, I’m looking forward to going to Dallas after the harvest. A change of scenery is nice every once in a while, even if the cities are filthy. Ma hates it, and that makes sense considering where she’s from, but I enjoy the bustling environment in small doses.

      Very small doses.

      The two or three times a year we make the drive to Old Dallas is more than enough to quench any thirst I have for city life. I can’t imagine living in those cramped quarters all the time or having to constantly wear a mask to avoid breathing the pollution and getting radiation sickness.

      Radiation is more concentrated in the cities, too. We all know it’s everywhere; it pops up in the strangest places at the strangest of times, but it clings to the cities as if it was always meant to be there.

      I’m not sure why people even bother living in the old cities anymore at all. It doesn’t make sense to me. Why would someone choose to live somewhere where the environment is slowly trying to kill them? And all it takes is not wearing your mask on the wrong day and you’ll wake up with lungs brimming with radiation, choking on your own blood.

      I shudder at that thought. What a horrible way to die. I’d much rather die doing something interesting, or at the very least, peacefully in my sleep. I’m not sure if either of those wishes are likely to ever be answered, but a girl can dream.

      My breath stutters as I watch a small fox step into my line of sight. I know it won’t go for the snare—foxes have no interest in gencorn—but if it gets just a little closer, I can . . .

      I trace the path of the fox with the crossbow, my teeth sinking into my lip as I follow the beautiful animal’s every move. Almost. Almost.

      Almost.

      I pull the trigger and let the bolt fly, my breath whooshing out of my body as I watch it speed toward the fox. Its ears flick forward as the sound of the projectile cutting through the air toward him finally registers, but it notices a moment too late.

      My stomach twists for a second as the bolt plants in its side. The fox tries to bolt to the right, but its legs fail it and it stumbles forward, tumbling to the ground as it yips in pain.

      Quickly, I scale down the tree and rush toward the dying creature. I try not to think about it as I drag one of my knives across its throat.

      I’ve never enjoyed hunting.

      And that’s probably why Ma made me learn.

      As I field dress my catch, the sound of an engine pricks my ears. A shadow passes over head and I look up, shielding my eyes to try and get a better view.

      A helicopter.

      The Regent must be going to Dallas. No one else can afford the fuel it takes to run those things, I’m pretty sure. Not even the governor in Dallas.

      I sling the fox over my shoulder after locking the bolt back in its slot. I’ll clean it later, but something about the way the air smells is wrong. I glance back at the sky again, wondering about that helicopter, and notice the rain clouds closing in.

      Yellowish rain clouds.

      I swallow hard and run toward the tree line, aiming for the dune-buggy. I don’t have my coat with me, and those clouds are too yellow to be normal rain. The radiation in more open areas of the world has dissipated, but it never really went away. Instead, radiation storms are a normal part of our reality.

      When the Tribes were reclaimed by the NRA and they managed to re-enrich the dead soil, all the pollution they took from the ground had to go somewhere.

      And I know better than to be outside this time of year without my coat. I’m just tired.

      My chest heaves in breaths as I pound the ground, trying to reach the buggy before the rain starts falling. I can smell it in the air, the moisture that’s just on the brink of breaking through the atmosphere.

      Rain—even radiation rain—has a smell that permeates the air just before it falls.

      I can make it, I tell myself over and over. The tree line is in sight, I can reach the field where I left the buggy before the rain starts. A loud crack of thunder splits the air around me and my heart pounds in my chest, spurring me forward as I try to outrun the storm.

      I skid to a stop by the buggy and toss the fox and weapons into the back. Then, I pull the tarp out of the console and unfold it, hurriedly tying it to the roll cage. It won’t be perfect if there’s wind, but it’s better than nothing.

      When the final tie is secured, I jump into the buggy and start it, peeling off toward the house without a glance back at the storm I know is creeping toward me.

      I have no interest in the burns that rain would bring me. It wouldn’t kill me, most likely, but doctors think radiation rain has contributed to the cancer and fertility problems in the Tribes. Getting caught in it once probably wouldn’t have a lasting effect, but repeated exposure could be problematic. Not to mention, the burns fucking suck.

      Radiation burns have a nasty habit of turning into large, pus filled boils that don’t go away until they pop.

      I shudder, hazarding a peek over my shoulder at the rain as it starts to fall. The tarp tied around the roll bars keeps most of the rain out, though a few drops sting my left arm as they fly in from the open door beside me. My teeth grind together as the house comes into sight.

      Almost there.

      As I pull the dune-buggy into the drive, Liam opens the door and waves me in, his lips tight as he waits for me to make the mad dash to the door. Unfortunately, this isn’t the first time this has happened.

      As I rush through the door, someone turns the sink on, and I stick my head beneath the running water. Thankfully, the water in my ears drowns out most of the lecture from Ma as I rinse away the stinging raindrops from my skin and hair.

      When I finally pull my head back from under the water, I pat myself dry with a towel, praying to whatever God might still exist out there somewhere I won’t get any blisters.

      Ma narrows her eyes on me and then a crumpled-up piece of plastic hits me in the chest. My coat.

      She doesn’t say anything else about it before she turns to leave, just shakes her head in disappointment. My eyes fall on Da next, his eyes soft as he stares at me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks quietly when Liam finally leaves the room. Connor sits at the table, his hands wrapped around an old coffee mug.

      “I’ll be fine,” I sigh, poking the skin on my cheeks, checking for any signs of blistering.

      “You have to be more careful,” Connor whispers quietly.

      “I am—” I take a deep breath and shake my head. “I will be,” I promise. He’s still young, but he’s right, I wasn’t careful. I turn toward the fox carcass lying on the floor beside the door and blow out a sigh. I still have a lot of work to do before I can go lay down.

      As I carry it to the sink, Da blows out a heavy breath. “We worry about you out in those woods alone. And then the storms . . .” he shakes his head and comes to the sink to help me.

      He pulls a knife from the drying rack and makes the first cut as he speaks. “If something happened to you, your Ma would never forgive herself.”

      “I know,” I groan, slicing the pelt away from the meat. “But she needs to relax.”

      “You relax when you have three kids and a farm to worry about,” he challenges, and I roll my eyes. He has a point. I can’t imagine taking care of a family of my own. And having a daughter like me sounds pretty close to Hell.
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      I adjust the mask around my face, pushing it down away from my eyes while making sure my nose is properly covered. I never come outside without the flimsy material. It’s too dangerous to breathe the air on most days, and I refuse to take any chances.

      Not after how my mom died.

      My boots scrape against the broken sidewalk. Old Dallas barely survived the bombs during the first collapse, but some of the original buildings are still standing, if only the bare bones remain. The cracked walls of the structures lining this street used to be skyscrapers, but the jagged tops now show where the upper floors collapsed.

      I saw a picture of the skyline from before the first collapse, once. In a big show of charity, the governor hosted us kids from the Ward Homes at a gala within the local sentinel. The skyscrapers had been beautiful, glistening towers of glass and steel.

      Now they’re made almost completely of rust.

      As I pass through the crowded streets, various faces look out at me from behind masks. A few are brave enough to not wear a mask at all—or maybe they can’t afford one. Here in Old Dallas, where the effects of the collapse are most evident, where the poor work and live, life is busy.

      Neon signs flash above storefronts, smoke billows from the tops of buildings, men stand in doorways with nothing but a mask on, advertising their services.

      I shudder at the thought. I’ve never found them attractive—not just the bulls, but men in general. Every man I’ve ever met has been unclean, uncouth, and unattractive.

      Then again, I could just be biased.

      Women are beautiful, and this world isn’t built for men to thrive—not anymore. Why would I waste my time with one? Maybe one day I’ll want a child, but I can’t picture myself ever entering into a relationship with one of them. They’re too brutish.

      My ears are full of the sounds of the city: skin on skin and feet sliding over pavement, broken glass skittering across the ground—the sounds of a fight meet my ears as I pass an alley. I pause, looking down the dark corridor between buildings and find a girl being pushed between three other girls. The one being attacked has her mask around her neck, her eyes wide with fear.

      Her jacket hangs from her shoulder, barely even covering the bruise sprawling across her skin. I know it’s not a new one.

      This isn’t the first time she’s been beat up lately.

      With a deep sigh, I step into the alley and call out, “What’s going on here?”

      The three girls surrounding her all turn to me, various looks of shock and anger on their faces. The one closest to me narrows her eyes, no doubt preparing to launch into some rant, but I can tell the exact moment they realize I’m wearing a uniform.

      “Shit, it’s the guard,” one of them mutters, pushing the scared girl forward, away from them. The dark-haired girl trips, falling forward and I lurch on instinct, wanting to stop her from dropping into the broken glass littering this alley. My hands grip her beneath her arms just in time, but the girls behind her are nearly out the other end of the alley already.

      I blow out a sigh, shaking my head as I get her to her feet, looking at the open cut on her lip.

      “Thanks,” she mutters, wiping at her mouth with the corner of her sleeve.

      “Don’t thank me yet.” I look from her busted lip to the bruise on her shoulder and cross my arms. “What was all that about?”

      The girls light brown eyes go wide as she shakes her head, obviously trying to think up a lie. I can’t actually force her to tell me anything, she’s a minor, but I’m curious what exactly I walked in on here. This girl doesn’t seem like she can defend herself.

      “What’s your name?” I ask when it becomes clear she isn’t going to answer my previous question.

      “Trinity Ward,” she murmurs, her face falling as the reality of that last name weighs on the air between us. That’s probably the reason she isn’t telling me what those girls did to her. She’s a Ward—an orphan—and she’s a minor, so she still lives in a Ward Home. Unless she ran away.

      “How old are you?” I ask carefully, examining the bruising already showing on her cheek.

      “Sixteen,” she answers, raising her chin high as she bats away my hand. Strong kid, she doesn’t want my help. I sigh, nodding.

      “One year,” I murmur, stepping back as she fixes her clothing and hair. “You have one year before they take you in with the rest of the conscripts.” I wave my hand around to the alley, to what I walked in on. She clearly can’t defend herself. “Prepare for it.”

      “Conscription is slavery,” she hisses, meeting my gaze with narrowed eyes. My heartbeat races—funny, at no point during me finding her being attacked, or dealing with the aftermath of it, had I been riled up.

      But hearing this Ward speak about the guard that way lights something up in me. She should know better. I know she knows better. And she sounds just like fucking Charity.

      “It’s an opportunity to turn your life around. Sure, you have to do it to pay back your debt. But it can be as awful or as good as you make it, kid,” I whisper, looking at her carefully. Only then do her eyes fall to my name patch on my uniform: Lance L. Ward.

      I can tell the moment she starts to take what I’m saying seriously. Her posture changes, her shoulders relaxing as she meets my eyes again, more emotion shining in hers this time.

      “I don’t know what to do half the time,” she admits.

      “Which home are you in?”

      “East.”

      I hiss in a breath at that. I wouldn’t wish that home on anyone. The eastern side of Old Dallas is the roughest. There’s more crime there than any other part of the city. And the Ward Home is no exception. The children who end up there come from those same rough families, and it’s overcrowded because there’s more murders there than anywhere else.

      She must have noticed the change in me because she instantly stiffens, her eyes hardening as she meets mine.

      “I don’t need your pity,” she snaps, jutting her chin out.

      I shake my head; I won’t argue with her about that. I know for a fact I wouldn’t have wanted anyone’s pity back in those days either. There’s so much that happens in those homes that no one speaks about, that no one acknowledges. There’s a whole hierarchical system at play—if you’re weak, you land in the bottom and that’s not something anyone wants.

      And judging by the way she just got ganged up on, I’m guessing she falls somewhere near the bottom in East.

      Before she can argue with me about anything else, I pull fifty credits from my pocket and press them into her hand. “Take this, I know it’ll help you get by. I bet East doesn’t have a lot of funding. And,” I add, holding out a hand to silence her. “It’s not pity. I remember. I can never forget, and you won’t either. One day, you’ll do the same for someone.”

      “I won’t,” she murmurs, quickly tucking the money into her jacket pocket.

      My head tilts to the side as I study the young girl for a moment and then shrug. Maybe she’s right; maybe she will never turn over the leaf that I did. Maybe she will always be a girl from East. But I see so much of myself in this Ward in this alley, I can’t not help.

      Not when I’m able to.

      Stepping to the side, I wait patiently for Trinity to make her way out of the alley. “Be careful,” I call after her before she turns right onto the sidewalk just beyond the claustrophobic walls. She doesn’t turn to answer me. She can’t.

      I’ve already seen her weak and now she’s trying to save face.

      With a sigh, I step out onto the sidewalk, too, looking in the direction she went. She’s long gone, though. I hope she can get past whatever drama is brewing with those girls—I hope those girls aren’t from her home. That would be hard.

      That would be really hard.

      The sound of a throat clearing behind me makes me turn around, my eyes narrowing on Raylee as she crosses her arms over her chest. I smirk at her. Raylee is an interesting character, for sure.

      She’s fairly new to our unit—she transferred from one of the western sentinels, but I can never remember which one. She’ll probably tell me fifty more times before I finally stop asking.

      I have a hard time trusting anyone who gets transferred. Though it all sounds pretty platonic on paper, there’s usually some fucked up reasoning behind it, and I want to know what that is before I really get invested in this chick as a teammate. She’s smart, and she’s combat ready for sure, but I just don’t know enough about her to really trust her, yet.

      “Why’d you let her go? You know fighting is a penance,” she sighs, flipping a long chunk of wavy brown hair over her shoulder. My eyebrow cocks and I shrug.

      “Shoving penances down kids’ throats isn’t my idea of a good time, Raylee. What’s your problem?” That kid couldn’t pay a penance and then she’d end up in the cellars. Who the fuck would suggest that?

      Raylee narrows her eyes, the bright brown irises homing in on me and I get the feeling she sees more than she lets on. Perhaps she’s a spy of some kind; there’s always rumors about those in the NRA, especially in the guard.

      The conspiracy theorists are always so worried about Canada . . .

      “Why were you so nice to her?” she asks again.

      “Wards have to look out for Wards,” I murmur honestly, ducking her gaze as I resume my patrol down the street. “You’re late for patrol anyway.”

      “I was getting new orders from Pierce.” Raylee jogs up to my side and lays a hand over my arm. “It has to be hard to be an orphan.” I can tell by the sound of her voice that she has absolutely no idea what it’s like to be a Ward, no matter how much she thinks she can empathize with me.

      And . . . I don’t know if I agree with her. At the end of the day, Wards look out for Wards. I have a family of sorts no matter where I go. We were all raised by the same shitty food, shitty caregivers, and shitty beds the NRA supplies. And every single one of us knows what this life in the guard is like, because whether we finish our conscription and get out or try and make a career out of it, we have all been there.

      I know my views of the world have been skewed a bit by my childhood—or lack thereof—but that’s just a part of this world we’ve built for ourselves. There’s nothing to be done about it now. I have the views I have, and they’ll always be different than the views of someone like Raylee—whoever she really is.

      When I catch her looking at me from the corner of my eye, I sigh and shake my head. “Wards look out for Wards. It’s not so bad.” Then her other words register. “What new orders?”

      “The entire unit is supposed to report to the sentinel in New Dallas tonight.”

      “What for?”

      “I’m not sure, I just know the whole unit is supposed to be there by 1700.”

      I check my watch and groan. It’s already 1540. “Well, you took your sweet fucking time telling me.”

      “I was interested in your little side-alley deal with that kid.”

      “You’re nosey, is what you are. Have you told the rest of the unit, yet?” If Tam is late for another briefing, Pierce will probably fucking shoot her. She gets so annoyed with Tamara over the smallest things. Sometimes, I’ve wondered if it’s because they—

      “Yep. I used the short to radio the others,” Raylee snickers as we make our way toward the lift that will take us up to New Dallas. “But you don’t have yours on.” The NRA rebuilt the cities in the only way they knew how—by expanding upward. Old Dallas was ruined by the bombs of the first collapse, most buildings at least half destroyed, everything weakened and dirty. New Dallas has the promise of a new city, the promise of the New Republic of America, just like every other rebuilt city within the republic.

      “I forgot it,” I cringe. We are supposed to wear a short when we go on patrol, but the damn things are unreliable and something about the sound really bugs my ears. So, I forget it a lot.

      Raylee snorts but I ignore it. She won’t call me out fo the lie. She’s still too new to try it.

      When we reach the lift, we step inside, and I avoid bumping into the other people crammed into the oversized elevator. I’ve never like being forced into crowds. So many plagues have torn through the cities over the years and I never want to be one of the victims.

      Medicine isn’t what it used to be. It’s hard to come by and expensive when you do—and the general medical services I’m entitled to as a member of the Venus Guard are hardly the best.

      Somehow, the NRA still manages to get M3D1C for combat runs, but there’s always a shortage of basic medical supplies and antibiotics in the medbays.

      I’d just rather avoid everyone and their fucking germs.

      It doesn’t take long for us to reach the city above, New Dallas. The sentinel shines in the afternoon light and I squint at the new metal compared to the rusted, dirtiness lying beneath in Old Dallas.

      The difference is insane. I still remember my first day reporting to the sentinel in New Dallas. We have one below as well, but it’s not so heavily staffed. That seems slightly disparaging to me, but I can’t complain about being moved out of the grime of the city below.

      The air is a little clearer up here, and everything is cleaner.

      “Come on,” Raylee snickers, lowering her mask and I shake my head as I follow her. I’ll be leaving mine on until we’re indoors. Even up here, the air quality isn’t as good as it could be.
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      I blink, letting the Master of Arms’ words sink in. Pierce stands in front of our unit, each of us standing at attention as we listen to her orders. She’s always been a hard ass, always ridden me more than any of my other superiors.

      She claims it’s because she thinks I can be great if I make it. I agree; I can be great, but I don’t think that’s why she’s such a dick.

      “The Regent will be visiting the governor. She wants our best guards on her protective detail to make sure Regent Freestone is safe during her stay.” My eyebrow cocks and I open my mouth to ask why, but Tamara quickly elbows me, hissing under her breath.

      I glance at her from the corner of my eye. Tamara is a Ward. Her eyes widen the slightest bit—a silent plea for me to be silent, and I comply. I won’t ruin our unit’s chance at making a good impression on the Regent, not when it could make or break my career. Even if she never notices a thing I do, a compliment from anyone on her team to one of my superiors could alter the course of my career in the guard.

      And that’s all I want.

      A great career in the Venus Guard.

      “I trust you to see that all of her security needs are met. The Regent obviously has her own team—” Pierce looks directly at me and my back straightens under her scrutiny. “Love will communicate about schedules and what needs we can fill while the Regent is in town.”

      My teeth sink into my cheek as that responsibility weighs on me. We haven’t had a lieutenant in this unit for a while. Dodderly retired and Pierce refuses to promote any of us or bring someone in from another unit, but she still dumps everything our LT should do at my fucking feet.

      I shouldn’t complain, the responsibility looks good on paper and will get me ranked up eventually, but right now it just feels like free labor.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” we all utter in unison.

      Pierce nods and treks across the room, her hands clasped behind her back as she goes. “You’re all on special duty until the Regent leaves. You’ll still report to me, but for the time being, you also take orders directly from her and her senior officer—whoever that may be.”

      As Pierce disappears from the room, we each glance at one another. Katie shakes her head in disbelief. “This seems strange, doesn’t it? If the Regent has her own security team, why would the governor want us to guard her?”

      She has a point. “I think it has less to do with security and more to do with a show of strength and competence for the governor. She has had trouble with DC before.” I shrug it off and turn toward the rest of our team. “It’s a big opportunity to impress the Regent. And while the governor may not realize it, it’s a huge opportunity for our unit, as well. Anyone who’s wanting to rank up, make sure you make friends with these visitors. One word from them could change your career.”

      “So, also be careful,” Tamara adds, her tone sharp. “There’s nothing keeping them from ruining your career over something stupid, too.”

      We all murmur and nod our agreement to that. It’s a huge opportunity for us, but it’s also an opportunity for drama, something I definitely want no part in.

      I leave the rest of my unit chattering and make my way from the sentinel. I don’t want to be in here any longer than I have to. I’ll guard the Regent, I’ll make my impression on her staff, and then I’ll pray that some sort of good comes from it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Cris

          

        

      

    

    
      My hand presses against my forehead as I trip over wet patches of grass, stumbling toward the house. It’s still dark outside, the sun hasn’t risen yet, but I should have been home hours ago.

      Vanessa wanted to see me, and I couldn’t tell her no, not this time. Even though I try to keep my distance, try not to lead her on and maintain some sort of balance in this flirtationship . . . she wants what she wants.

      And it’s hard to say no.

      Grey light peeks through the sky and I groan at the pain that small bit of brightness brings me. We drank way too much last night, dancing at the edge of her family’s property line before we finally fell down into the grass, laughing at the corn flies and the stars. She came whispering my name like a prayer and though I love how she tasted . . .

      The way she says my name, it sounds an awful lot like “I love you.”

      And I can’t have that.

      The sound of something heavy dropping onto metal meets my ears and I groan out loud again, wishing I’d drank just a little less.

      “Well, good morning, Chaos,” Liam snorts as he comes around the side of the truck, giving me a once over. I roll my eyes even as my stomach turns.

      Please don’t get sick, please don’t get sick, please don’t get sick, is all I can think as he takes in my disheveled hair and dirty clothes.

      “Have a fun night with Vanessa?”

      “Shhh,” I hiss, shaking my head as my eyes go wide. Ma has never liked that girl and I don’t want to hear her mouth about it when I’m hung over. Who is that going to help? Not me.

      Not when my head hurts and my stomach feels like a million little acrobats are doing somersaults on the alcohol sitting in my belly. Ma decides to round the truck just then and shove a crate of gencorn into my chest. I let out a rush of air as my arms come around the crate.

      “You know we have to leave right after dawn. It’s a long drive.” Her voice was even, flat, as if she wasn’t really interested in scolding me as much as stating the fucking obvious.

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re late,” she points out, stepping back on her heel to watch me load the crate into the truck, slowly. I haven’t slept. Vanessa and I argued for two hours because I didn’t cuddle up to her after we were done. And I’m still aggravated. I don’t know how to be what she wants me to be, I don’t know how to make myself feel things for her. I don’t know if something like that is even possible, and her ‘hurt feelings’ ruined what was a perfectly good night.

      “I was hunting,” I lie.

      Liam pauses as he takes the crate from my hands and a smirk curves his lips, but he says nothing.

      “Hmmm,” Ma hums noncommittally. “You shouldn’t have to hunt her if she’s willing.”

      My lips tighten into a thin line as I roll my eyes heavenward for patience. Of course, she knows. Liam snickers as I jump down from the truck, but his quiet laughter quickly turns into a roar, echoing off the metal walls of the truck as I dust off my pants.

      Connor leans over beside our dad, his hands braced on his thighs as he howls with laughter. I narrow my eyes on him even as Da blushes a bright shade of red. I’m not sure Connor is even old enough to really understand the joke, but he apparently thinks it’s hilarious.

      Da opens his mouth to say something and I cringe. I really don’t want to hear what my father has to say about my sexual escapades. I really, really don’t. It’s bad enough everyone seems to know exactly what I was up to all night.

      Thankfully, he closes his mouth and just shakes his head. My cheeks burn with my embarrassment and I turn back toward Ma, swishing my lips to the side. “Rude.”

      Ma just laughs, shoving another crate into my arms. I load it then duck into the house to grab the rest of my things I want to take into Dallas. I have some furs saved up to sell, and I’ll get more for them there than I would in the Tribe village. The plan is to sell them and get enough credits to pay our water and electric dues to the Tribe for the next year. It’s doable, I’ve done it before, I just have to be selective with whom I sell my pelts to.

      Ma never asks why the dues are ahead. She always says she thinks it’s her benefits for retiring from the guard. But, I think she knows. She’d never admit it, though. It’s not in her nature to take help—but she also isn’t in a position to reject the money.

      I push past Liam, grumbling halfheartedly at him as I make my way to the truck with an arm full of pelts. I’ve been saving them all year for this trip. They’re all in great condition.

      As I load them into the truck, the sound of Ma and Da whispering their goodbyes behind me meets my ears. She loves him. It’s not as uncommon in the Tribes, but there’s still not many true marriages between men and women anymore.

      Most women just have their children and then live their lives however they choose. But it’s at least safe for men in the Tribes, for the most part. In the cities, however, it’s dangerous.

      That’s why I’m the one who has to go with Ma on these harvest runs. Da and the boys can’t go, they could do something minuscule in comparison to us and end up with a penance—one we wouldn’t be able to pay. And I would hate for my father or my brothers to end up sold to some milk farm, or worse, into a harem. The elite like to purchase men and keep them as pets.

      It’s detestable.

      I shudder at the thought, trying to push the mental images of men being forcefully milked from my mind, but it’s too late. Between that and the hangover, I’m convinced I might actually toss my cookies right here in the truck until I hear Da laugh.

      “Try not to do anything stupid while you’re there,” he snickers.

      “Me?” Ma asks innocently. “Stupid? I’m the only levelheaded one in this damned family.”

      “Look here, Coleman—”

      The sound of skin on skin makes me wince but I smile through it. Da is a big man—built for the kind of work we do here in the tribes. Ma has been slapping his cheeks since she met him. The way they tell it, that’s how their first kiss happened.

      He said something stupid.

      She slapped him.

      And now there’s us three kids.

      I smirk to myself as I finish checking the stacks of crates for stability—the crops spilling out before we get to the city would be annoying, to say the least. Bruised crop doesn’t sell for nearly as high of a price.

      “Ma, why can’t I go?” Connor asks, just like he’s asked every time me and Ma pack up to go to Dallas.

      “Baby,” she sighs, shaking her head as she wraps an arm around him. Connor’s shaggy brown hair falls down across his eyes. He’s only twelve. He doesn’t fully understand this world yet, and growing up in the Tribes like we have, he’s been sheltered from a lot of it. “It’s not safe in the city for you boys.” She looks up to Da where he stands to the side and he blows out a breath.

      “C’mon, son, give your Ma a kiss and send her off. We got work to start.”

      The fields need to be cleared after the harvest they did. More than likely, they’ll still be working on that when we get back from Dallas. Clearing takes longer than planting and harvesting combined. It’s tedious work.

      Connor does as he’s told. He hugs Ma and kisses her cheek before smacking me on the arm and following Da off toward the fields. Liam shakes his head and leaves without a word.

      “Has he been moody?” Ma asks as we climb into the truck.

      I slide my feet up onto the dash and shrug, pulling a hat on my head, letting it block out the rays from the quickly rising sun. That damn sun is relentless. “He’s always moody . . .” I mutter as we pull out onto the road that will lead us toward Dallas.

      “Get some sleep,” she sighs, shaking her head. Neither of us really want to talk about why Liam is moody. Neither of us really wants to get into the drama that sits inside that boy. He’s an angsty one and I worry about him. Da worries about him. Everyone worries about him, except for Connor—Connor doesn’t worry about anything, really.

      Not yet, at least.

      As the truck bounces down the uneven road toward Dallas, I yawn against the back of my hand, trying to hold in a groan as the sun blares into the truck at full force.

      “Get some sleep,” she repeats again.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’ll be useless when we get there if you aren’t rested. You know what the market is like.” Ma’s eyebrow lifts and I sigh.

      “Bunch of cutthroats and thieves—”

      “—in nice clothes,” we finish in unison.

      I snicker and she chuckles, throwing out a hand to pop me in the stomach. “Sleep, Chaos. We got a whole lot of work ahead of us once we get to Dallas.”

      “So true,” I groan, leaning further back in the seat. I pull my cap further down over my eyes and let the bumps of the road lull me into an unsteady sleep.
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      I follow beside Ma and cringe as we pass through what smells like a cloud of literal ass. I don’t know how the people in the cities deal with this shit on a daily basis. Even with my mask on, the stench is ridiculous. I wave my hand in front of my face, trying uselessly to clear the air around me. My eyes meet those of a stranger walking in the opposite direction and the amusement I find there annoys me. I swear, even behind the mask, I can see his cheeks twitch up in a smile at my ridiculous behavior.

      To these folks, I’m sure it does look ridiculous. But I just can’t deal with this.

      Someone’s shoulder brushes against mine on the busy sidewalk and I barely resist the urge to snarl at them like some kind of feral animal. Like the bear I still haven’t snared back in Arden.

      Ma glances over her shoulder and scowls at me, forcing me to lower my gaze and follow along. I know better than to act out here. Penances are nothing to joke about. They’re expensive and inconvenient.

      “What is it?” she asks as she shoulders her way past a group of women. A sea of leather and denim parts around us as she makes her way through the crowd with me in tow.

      “Nothing,” I grumble. I don’t like it here, but she already knows that. I don’t need to tell her, and I don’t want to complain within earshot of so many strangers. It makes me feel weak, and worse, it makes me look weak.

      Ma—April Coleman—is used to this environment, though. She grew up in Old Vegas and the Venus Guard brought her to Dallas a long, long time ago. She doesn’t enjoy the overcrowded cities, which is why she moved to the Tribes and bought her own land, but she does know how to navigate it.

      It’s a skill I haven’t perfected yet.

      I don’t know if I ever will.

      We pass underneath a few neon signs, but slowly they turn into printed signs and the air quality gets even worse. The market. I hate this place. The streets are even more crowded than they were a few blocks ago. Ma carries a box of the gencorn on her hip. The first thing is to find a vendor who wants to purchase all of it but driving the truck all around the market isn’t practical. So, instead, we take a sample box and show the quality to the vendor. If they’re interested, we bring the truck to their warehouse to drop it off. The warehouse usually is nowhere near the market, so it works out, anyway. This should be an easy batch to sell. The ears are fat and healthy, nice and blue. Gencorn meets so many nutritional requirements, it’s a commodity in the New Republic, especially in the cities where they don’t have enough room to grow it.

      Ma stops at a corner stall, talking with a woman I recognize from past trips like this.

      “April,” she purrs, tilting her head to the side as she picks through the crate of gencorn.

      “Lila,” Ma answers, feigning impatience. She’s good at this. I pay attention when she negotiates with the merchants in the city. She somehow manages to drive the price up on our crops every single time. It’s a gift, truly, but I know it’s something I can learn to replicate.

      One day, I’ll be responsible for handling the farm and I have to know what to do so I don’t accidentally throw away everything my mother has worked so hard for over the past twenty-five years.

      She’s getting old, I realize, even though I hate to admit it. She’ll be fifty-seven this year, and though she’s in good health and good shape, she’s still getting older.

      People hardly ever live past eighty anymore. And most of those who do are elites.

      As Ma negotiates with Lila, I slip away quietly. The bag over my shoulder is heavy with furs I want to sell to the right vendor. Quickly, I make my way through the crowd, murmuring quietly whenever I bump into someone.

      I easily find the stalls I was looking for. A shop with a flickering neon sign catches my eye. I’ve never dealt with this one before, but the shark teeth and bear paws on the counter mixed in with the knives and guns tell me the owner might be interested in what I have to offer.

      Bypassing the stalls I’d normally stop at, I walk up to the counter and lay my bag down, the fresh fox fur falling out as the guy behind the counter turns to look at me. I raise my eyebrow, confused that it’s a man working here.

      He grins, as if reading my mind. “Boss is out for lunch, you’ll just have to deal with me, lady.”

      “Mm,” I mumble, narrowing my eyes. I’m glad the mask hides the curve of my lips. Something about the way his eyes twinkle as he insults me makes it feel like flirting, and while I have no interest in whatever it is he’s offering, his entire aesthetic is amusing.

      The blue hair falling down over his forehead matches his eyes perfectly. The pink bunny tattoo on his hand where it grips the counter catches my eye and I almost laugh.

      “When will she be back?”

      “Don’t wanna do business with little old me?”

      “I’m looking to sell, not buy. Can you even do that?” I cross my arms over my chest as he reaches for my bag and starts to pull the furs out, inspecting them one by one.

      “Boss lets me do whatever I want, for the most part.” I don’t necessarily believe him, and I don’t want him wasting my time. But when he pulls out a medium sized fur and holds it up, I raise a brow, waiting for him to ask whatever question he was about to ask. “Is this from a dog?”

      “Coydog,” I correct him. “Like a wolf, but a little smaller. We have lots of them in the Tribes.”

      “I like the coloring,” he murmurs as he pets the fur back and forth before laying it down on the counter. Slowly, he picks through the furs, separating them into two different stacks.

      “I’ll give you two hundred credits for these,” he finally says, laying a hand on the stack that has the coydog and the red fox in it.

      “No.” I reach for the furs and he throws a hand down on my arm, raising an eyebrow.

      “Two hundred credits for half your stash is a pretty good offer, I’d think.”

      “The fox is worth two hundred by itself, the coydog is worth another hundred. The rest I can let go for pretty cheap, but two hundred for that stack is a rip off, bud.” I shrug, pulling the pile of discarded furs into my bag. I wait for him to let go of the pile he wants to purchase. He’s trying to negotiate, that’s what this is. I’m not stupid.

      “Two hundred for the fox?” he sighs, pulling it from the bottom of the stack where he conveniently laid it. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “You know I’m right,” I snap, pulling the fur from his grasp.

      “Wait a minute,” he laughs, tugging on the other end of the pelt. I narrow my eyes on him, but I don’t want to yank too hard and risk damaging the fur. “What about a drink? I’ll give you what you’re asking.”

      My mouth falls open and I shake my head, a blush creeping across my cheeks. I’m not going to have a drink with this dude, there’s nothing he can do to convince me of that. Not even buying the furs for twice the price. Unfortunately for both of us, I already know precisely how uninterested I am in men.

      I tried it once. After the harvest festival one year. Vanessa and I were more off than on, as we are most of the time it seems. I danced with one of the boys from the village all night, drinking and laughing until I figured . . . why not try it?

      Bless everything about that boy—poor Ron—but it was exactly as horrible as I always thought it would be. It was painful, it didn’t last very long, and honestly . . . if I hadn’t been drunk, it probably wouldn’t have happened.

      I shake my head when I realize I still haven’t answered him.

      “I’m not really looking for a date,” I answer coolly. “But the furs—”

      “Typical,” he snorts. “Use me for my money and make off into the sunset. How much for the stack?”

      I bite back a laugh and shake my head as I re-count the stack of furs he’s interested in. “Four-twenty.”

      “Ouch,” he hisses, laying a tattooed hand over his chest. “Four even.”

      I rock my head side to side, considering that. I can still sell the other half if I’m lucky, and four-hundred is actually a fair price for them. “Done.”

      “That was too easy,” he murmurs, narrowing his eyes. “But really, if you’re from the Tribes, have you ever been to the Ash Sector?”

      I shake my head as he digs through the till to get the credits he owes me.

      “There’s a club there that you should check out before you head back to Podunk.”

      “Careful,” I warn him, fidgeting with my mask. I hate these things. They make it so fucking hard to breathe—which is part of the point, I guess.

      “Really, I think you’d like it. Everyone who goes likes it.” I can hear the promise in his voice, but I’m not going to have time to explore whatever the Ash Sector is. I’ve never heard of it, and probably for good reason.

      We’re never here long enough for me to do anything too troublesome in Dallas. Though, going to a club does sound fun. I know what they are, even though I’ve never been. The closest I’ve ever gotten to that is the harvest festival, or possibly some of the parties the kids in the Tribe put together only to be broken up by angry parents.

      I smile at him as he slides the credits into my hand. “I’ll think about it,” I laugh, turning away from him with my bag of furs. If I can sell these for anywhere near the same amount, I can pay our dues for the year and I’ll be satisfied. It’ll be one less thing for us to worry about.

      As I move through the crowd to find another vendor who might buy the rest, I meet Ma’s eyes where she stands in the crowd, watching me. I know she’s smirking behind her mask, even though I can’t see it.

      Shit.

      Why does it feel like I just got caught with my hand in the cookie jar?
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      The governor’s estate is strange. The brick walls in contrast to the rusted metal of the city below, and the shining glass and metal of New Dallas is odd. It reminds me of something from a story, like a modern-day castle.

      I wonder if there are still castles somewhere in the world. They were real, once. The queens and kings of other countries lived in them—huge, sprawling estates made of stone with walls and towers all around.

      My fingers drag across the painted brick, my nails snagging in the ridges in the stone as Tamara drones on and on.

      “Did she speak to you? She spoke to me,” she coos, still rambling about her brief little encounter with the Regent.

      “She didn’t. You were there,” I groan. “You know she spoke only to you.”

      “Isn’t she amazing?”

      I turn to look at Tam and shake my head, wondering why she’s so starstruck all of a sudden as we patrol the end of the hall. On the other end, the door to the Regent’s private quarters is closed.

      “She’s the Regent,” I murmur carefully. “Since when do you care about meeting anyone famous?”

      “Well,” Tamara sniffs. “I guess I didn’t know I cared about famous people until I met one?”

      I roll my eyes and push her away as I turn around, glancing down the empty hall toward the Regent’s quarters. “It’s not like she really spoke to you about anything, idiot,” I laugh. “She asked you if you could send up something to drink.”

      “But she asked me,” she sighs happily. “She spoke to me. Do you know how good it could be for us if she takes a liking to us?”

      I had thought about that. And I’m not above exploiting that opportunity should it arise, but I also think an insincere play for her attention will get us nothing but ignored.

      “Don’t embarrass yourself.” My hand falls to the weapon strapped to my hip, as if I need to check it’s still there. It is, of course, along with my extra magazines and a short knife—just in case.

      “Buzz kill,” Tam hisses, flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder before she smooths her hands down her uniform with a huff. “Let me live my life, okay?”

      “You living your life usually gets us in more shit than it’s worth,” I mutter. I barely step out of range of the smack she throws at me, narrowing my eyes on the shorter woman as she growls.

      “I haven’t gotten written up in forever, Love,” she snaps, and I can’t help but laugh at her frustration.

      “You got written up last month for getting drunk and bringing a man into the barracks.”

      “I was horny,” she whines, batting her blue eyes and I bite my lip against the laugh trying to fall from my lips.

      “Yes, Tam, we all know how horny you were. So does Pierce. Which is why you got written up.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and leans back against the brick wall, the sound of the stone scratching against her uniform grating on my ears.

      “I need to go to the bathroom. You got this for a bit?”

      I roll my eyes and nod. I doubt if she’s actually going to the bathroom. There’s nothing I can do to stop her though. We’re the same rank and we’ve known each other since we were kids. Tam’s not scared of me.

      “Mm,” I mumble.

      “Okay, I’ll be back soon.” She tucks her hair behind her ear and flashes me a smile before she skips off down the hall and out of sight around the corner. Fucking Tamara Ward. She’s a pain in my ass but she’s probably the closest thing to a real friend I have in this world.

      With another roll of my eyes, I check my watch and move further down the hall, closer to the Regent’s door. That way, if anything happens, I’m closer. We were instructed to guard the entrance to her hall, but with it just being me . . .

      I hope nothing pops off, but I’d rather be closer if it does than all the way at the end of the hall.

      Despite whatever dreams Tam has of making a good impression on the Regent and somehow getting recognized for it, I know it’s a little less on the nose than that. We need to impress the people who work for the Regent. Her head of security is here, somewhere, though the Regent didn’t bring her full detail—at the request of the governor.

      Governor Bledsoe is trying to impress her, but that’s fine. If she impresses her, that means we have impressed her, too.

      “Goddammit, Tam,” I mutter, looking down at my watch. Thirty minutes for a bathroom break. “Bathroom my ass.”

      She better not get caught doing whatever the fuck it is she’s doing. If Pierce chews me out for her dumbass one more time, I’m going to knock her the hell out. I don’t need this shit. I’m trying to rank up.

      I don’t know why she isn’t.

      She has no intention of leaving the guard, she keeps renewing her contract, but she doesn’t do anything that would get her promoted through the ranks.

      I lean my head back against the wall across from the door, groaning internally. Our relief will be here soon—Raylee and Morgan. Neither of them will cover for Tam’s ass if she isn’t here when we shift change. She’s going to get busted down.

      Again.

      A sound from inside the room catches my ear and my eyes snap up to the door. My head cants to the side as I try to listen. It sounds like something fell over, but maybe it’s nothing to worry about—

      Crack!

      I lurch away from the wall toward the door and raise my hand to knock when I hear another sound, this time accompanied by the sound of someone sobbing.

      “Fuck.”

      Shoving into the door with my shoulder, I don’t even hesitate as I draw my weapon from my hip and shove again until the door rushes open and I stumble into the room, my eyes flying to the two people occupying the space.

      The Regent lays on the floor, sprawled on her side with her hand pressed against her cheek. Her husband stands above her, hand still raised back behind his head to strike again. He fucking hit her. How idiotic could one man be? Aiming my weapon at him, I narrow my eyes, taking another step into the room.

      “You only have as much power as I give you, you stupid fucking bitch,” he snarls as he stares down at her. “Or did you forget everything you learned already?”

      What? I shake my head, ignoring the strange insult for now. It sounds odd, but I don’t know what was said before I entered the room.

      “I—you know I know—"

      “Back the fuck up,” I growl. “Ma’am, are you alright?” Finally, their eyes snap up to mine, as if they didn’t hear me bust in the door not two seconds ago. My eyebrows cinch together at the varying expressions between them. Shock and embarrassment from the Regent, surprise and anger from her husband. I wonder for a moment, just how often this happens.

      “You only have as much power as I give you,” he said. And he does look like he’s in control of this situation.

      The Regent’s eyes widen, and she shakes her head, scrambling to her feet. Her husband—Louis, I think that’s what his name is—takes a step back, looking between me and the Regent as he sucks in a ragged breath.

      “I’ll escort him—”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Regent Freestone snaps, smoothing her hair back as she meets my gaze. “Officer—” My heart pounds I my chest as she speaks. She sounds upset with me. For what exactly? I’m not the one who hit her. It’s my duty to protect the Regent of the New Republic of America, that was my assignment.

      “Lance Ward,” I correct her, lowering my weapon as I look between the two of them. Maybe she’s embarrassed that someone unknown is the one who found her in this situation. “I can fetch your own security if you would rather—”

      “That won’t be necessary, will it, Louis?”

      “Of course, not,” he sighs, pinching his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “This was just a misunderstanding.” His tone is cool and polite, as smooth as butter, like he didn’t just attack his wife, the leader of our country.

      “Mm,” the Regent murmurs, nodding. The bruising already showing on her cheek disagrees, and my jaw pulses with the tension of clenching it as I watch her try to formulate a lie that I will believe.

      And I have no doubt that whatever she is about to say will be a lie. There’s something very wrong going on in this room. Why the fuck would she allow this?

      What can I even do?

      “A misunderstanding?” I repeat the words, trying to understand what’s going on. My heart pounds in my ears as I look at the strange dynamic before me. The most powerful woman in the NRA, the leader of the New Republic of America, covering for the man abusing her.

      There’s a man abusing the fucking Regent.

      And she’s allowing it.

      “Ma’am,” I sigh, trying to find the words I need. I know I’m out of my depth here, I know I’m dealing with a woman way more powerful than me. But, something has to be said. “You’re injured. Can I get you anything? I can—”

      “There’s nothing you need to do. Like Louis said, this was just a misunderstanding. You happened upon a very passionate moment, Lance Ward.”

      I blink, dumbfounded as Louis starts righting the furniture that was knocked over during whatever spat they just had. I shake my head, holstering my weapon as my eyes return to the woman who is supposed to represent the strength of our nation—what’s left of it—and every woman who deserves better than the tyranny our predecessors endured.

      “A misunderstanding,” she repeats for emphasis, her eyes hardening as the sound of footsteps sound behind me. A click of a gun safety rings out in the quiet room and I turn around to wave down Tam, Morgan, and Raylee as they all enter the room at the same time. The damaged door hanging from the wall draws their gaze before they look to me and then to the Regent.

      “What’s going on here?” Morgan asks, her nostrils flaring as she pushes one long dreadlock back from her face. Something in her gaze tells me she already knows the answer to that question.

      There’s no way they can miss the bruising on her cheek.

      “A misunderstanding,” the Regent repeats, her voice hard as she stands as straight as possible. Her round face is red—I can’t tell if it’s from the excitement or if it’s another mark from her husband’s hand—as she adjusts the curls hanging around her shoulders. Her hair is a tousled, frizzy mess, and no amount of last-minute fixes will change that.

      She looks like she was just in a fight. Because she was just in a fight.

      My hands start to shake, so I curl my fingers into fists at my side and nod my head, gritting my teeth against the blatant lie. For his part, the cunt who hit her looks every bit the submissive husband, now. His salt and pepper hair is smoothed back, no longer wild, and his face is passive, his hands clasped in front of his waist.

      A show. It’s a show, and I know it.

      “You’re dismissed, thank you for your assistance, ladies. The Venus Guard in Dallas is obviously very well trained.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Tam murmurs, hazarding a glance toward me. I want to speak up. I want to ask her where her pride is. I want to ask her where the woman from the Revolution Day holocasts is. I want to know what it takes for someone so strong, so powerful, to fall so far for a man. When the Regent nods, we all turn and leave, closing the half-broken door behind us before we convene in the hall for the shift change.

      “Well,” Raylee murmurs. “I’d ask if there’s anything important to share but apparently a lot happened.”

      “And where the fuck were you?” I ask Tam, my nostrils flaring. I don’t like that I had to bust in there on my own to find that. It’s a mess. This is something that could be a problem for the Regent, and I know better than to be a problem for anyone more powerful than myself.

      “I had to go to the bathroom—”

      “Whatever,” I snap, ignoring the flash of guilt in her bright eyes. “You left me hanging and I’m fucking done.”

      Tam nods, her face falling as Morgan takes a deep breath and holds her hands out like she’s calming some kind of wild animal.

      “Did he hit her?” Morgan asks on a whisper. I nod, careful not to say it out loud. I don’t trust Bledsoe to not have recorders in the hallway or something and I don’t want any part of my knowledge of this on record until I figure out what I need to do with this information.

      “And she didn’t let you fucking shoot him?” Raylee asks, her surprise spilling out into the hallway.

      “Shh,” I hiss, pulling her farther down the hall, away from the Regent’s quarters. I don’t know what I should and shouldn’t say. The Regent made it clear she doesn’t want anyone to know what happened in that room.

      Where does her authority end and my responsibility begin?

      I’m pretty sure I know the answer, but Regent Freestone is a powerful woman. I don’t want to be associated with whatever shames her—and this obviously does.

      As it fucking should. She’s the most powerful woman in the NRA and she’s letting some man beat her up? How could she? She could say a word and he’d be killed. I’d kill him for her without hesitation. Any of us would. He only has the rights she gives to him as her husband.

      She’s not stuck. Not like our ancestors were in those houses, forced to bear the children of rich and powerful men like some sort of breeding cows. My stomach twists with rage and disgust as I move further down the hall.

      “Love?” someone calls behind me. I know they all have questions. I know they’re all wondering the same things I am.

      “I’m going to bed,” I sigh. “I just fucking can’t.”

      I know talking about this with them can cause me problems. I know I need to report it to someone—Pierce, that’s where I’ll start.

      She’ll know what to do with the information, and then it’ll be out of my hands, at least. And that’s all I can really ask for, in this situation. My boots echo off the hard floor as I make my way through the estate, jogging toward the steps that will lead me outside.

      I just want my bed. I can deal with this bullshit tomorrow. I didn’t sign up for this shit and I don’t want to hear the girls gossip about it. With a groan, I glare up at the night sky and make my way toward the sentinel so I can get some rest finally.
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      As I lay my spoon down on the tray, I stare across the table at Tamara and barely resist the urge to roll my eyes. I’m still annoyed with her. I can’t believe she dipped from our post for as long as she did.

      “Stop staring at me like you want to fight,” she hisses, and I narrow my eyes.

      “But I do want to fight.”

      “Well, I’m not fighting you.” She pulls her blonde hair over her shoulder and starts twirling it—I’ve always hated that habit—as she avoids my gaze.

      “Because you know you’ll get your ass kicked,” I point out, leaning back in my chair. She blows out a huff and rolls her eyes. We both know it’s true, but she won’t admit it out loud. She can’t. It would be too much of an admission—too much of a wound to her pride. The way we grew up, we don’t admit weaknesses out loud. It’s just not done.

      “Shut the fuck up,” she sighs, shaking her head as she takes another bite of her food. I can’t eat much. I laid in bed all night worried about the implications of what I heard in the Regent’s room.

      I’d been so shocked to see he hit her that the words he spoke sort of . . . escaped me until I was alone in my barracks, staring at the ceiling.

      “You only have as much power as I give you . . . or did you forget . . .”

      What the fuck was that supposed to mean, exactly?

      The more I think about it, the tighter the knots in my stomach twist, taking up too much space. Tamara’s voice fades into nothing more than a dull buzz as I focus on the busy dining hall around us.

      The Dallas Sentinel is the biggest in the region. There’s more Venus Guard here than anywhere else in this part of the country. The Regent should be safe in a place like this, but instead she’s being beat behind closed doors.

      And . . . manipulated.

      Because that’s what those words have to mean. He has something on her, maybe, something he’s blackmailing her with. I’m not sure. But I know that her being abused means her leadership could be compromised, and by the sounds of it, it might very well be compromised already.

      My foot is tapping beneath the table when a piece of paper slams down on the smooth surface beside my plate. My eyes narrow on the hand holding it there before raising to meet the face of a guard whose name I don’t know.

      I find her name tag—Cpl Ramos—and then look her in the eye. “Can I help you?”

      Across from me, Tamara goes completely still.

      “Just handing out today’s write ups, Lance. Enjoy your meal.” The girl smirks at me before sauntering off, a few more yellow slips of paper in her hands. I suck in a deep breath before picking up the slip. As I read the write up, my heart starts pounding in my chest.

      “Dereliction of duty—”

      “Love—”

      “—insubordination—” I continue, my fury growing hotter by the second. Tamara tries to interrupt me again, but I hold up a hand as I read the incident report out loud.

      “Lance Love Ward left her post unguarded, trespassed into private quarters, and violated the orders given to her directly by her commanding officer.”

      My blood goes cold as I read those words. Those are serious claims—not completely untrue, but definitely unfounded for a write up. I could be dismissed from the guard for this. I could be penanced.

      I swallow hard, gripping the paper so tight, I think it might rip.

      “Love—” Tamara shakes her head, and I know she feels guilty. “I’ll talk to Pierce.”

      “Don’t bother,” I grind out. “I have to go talk to her anyway.”

      “About the write up?” Her eyes quickly glance from side to side before she lowers her voice. “Or about you know . . . what you saw?”

      “It’s none of your fucking business, Tam,” I mutter, stuffing the yellow slip of paper into my shirt before I stand from the table. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers quietly.

      I pause for a moment and take a deep breath, wondering if her apology even matters in the grand scheme of things. Tam has always been more of a troublemaker than me. I’m more prone to popping off in the wrong situation, but I follow the rules for the most part. I’m careful because I want to make myself a better life, I want to do something with this opportunity I’ve been given and let it take me somewhere.

      When I retire from the Venus Guard, I want to be in a position to have the life I didn’t have the opportunity to have as a child.

      Instead of saying any of that, I just shrug and make my way through the crowded dining hall. As I pass group after group of guards, a stone forms in my stomach. The fucking Regent is being controlled by someone.

      By a man.

      In the New Republic.

      My boots echo across the hard tile floor as I make my way toward Pierce’s office. I know she’ll be there—she never eats in the dining hall with the rest of us. I don’t know if it’s because she thinks she’s better than us, or if she feels the need to be separate from the women she commands.

      Either way, I know she will be in her office.

      My knuckles fall on the door and I step back, crossing my arms behind me as I wait for the door to open. When it finally does, I meet Pierce’s eyes and she sighs, nodding as she opens the door further and steps away.

      “What is it, Ward?” She sits down behind her desk, pushing the tray of food out of the way before she steeples her fingers together and stares at me. I pull the yellow slip of paper from my shirt and lay it on her desk.

      “I got this during breakfast.”

      “It’s a write up.” She nods, pulling the paper toward her. She reads it over and shrugs. “Did you have a question about the infractions?”

      “No, I understand them,” I snap, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      “Tone, Ward.”

      “I don’t understand why I’m being written up for protecting the fucking Regent. That’s what I don’t understand.”

      “Well,” Pierce begins, sliding the piece of paper back toward me. “You were supposed be on duty at the end of the hall, and instead you took it upon yourself to post guard at her door. This led to an uncomfortable situation for the Regent and her family, according to the report she turned in to the governor.”

      “I was just—”

      “Look. This is just for documentation,” Pierce sighs, obviously exhausted by it. My eyes fall to the papers scattered across her desk. I can tell she’s had a busy morning and I’m sure the incident with the Regent is a part of it. If the governor was involved, it was probably a shit-show of a conversation.

      “But it can keep me from ranking up this year.” I don’t pose it as a question, because I already understand that to be true. I want to make rank, I want to build; Pierce knows that. She respects it. We’ve always had an understanding, even if we’ve never acknowledged it. I don’t get into half as much trouble for my off-sentinel activities as I should, and that’s mainly because Pierce knows I do what the fuck I’m told when I am on duty.

      It matters.

      “I know rank is important to you, but a write up with the Regent’s name on it? Yeah, that’s going to be out of my control, Love.”

      “Man, I didn’t do fucking anything.”

      “You pulled a gun on the Regent,” Pierce snaps. “You’re lucky you’re not getting thrown in the cellars. You could have been penanced, not just written up.” Pierce eyes meet mine again and a cold fury winds through my veins.

      “I didn’t pull a gun on Freestone! I didn’t threaten the Regent. If I had, I would have been penanced, and I know you know that. I pulled a gun on her piece of shit husband because he—”

      “I don’t want to hear it,” she growls, shaking her head. “Whatever happened in that room is between the Regent and her husband. Whatever sex games—” Pierce’s words slowly grow quieter as she searches for the proper way to end that sentence.

      A passionate moment. That’s what Freestone called it. Sex games. Are you fucking kidding me?

      “It wasn’t a game. He was threatening her. I don’t know who you’ve talked to yet, or what you think happened, but I walked in and found him hitting her, threatening her. You would have pulled your gun, too.”

      “No, I would have never entered the room because I would have been at my post, doing what I was supposed to do.”

      “Pierce!”

      “Stop.”

      “He hit her,” I snap.

      “Shhhh,” she hisses, leaning forward. “Stop saying that. Whatever the Regent gets up to is her business. Her personal life is above your pay grade. Her personal life is above my pay grade. Let it go.”

      “He fucking talked like he was controlling her, Pierce,” I growl out, leaning back in the chair as my frustration leaves my body in one badly timed rush of words. “The fucking Regent of the New Republic is being abused and controlled by a man.”

      Belinda Pierce’s hand stills on the pen she was about to pick up as she blinks at me. “You know you could be executed for treason for saying something like that. Fuck a penance. You could be executed without a tribunal for actual treason.”

      “You know the Venus Guard was founded on treason, right? Because what’s right for our sisters is more important than loyalty to any one person.”

      “Any one man,” Pierce corrects me, running a finger through her hair as she adjusts her cover.

      “So, if a man is abusing our leader, manipulating her, we’re being led by—”

      “Shut your fucking mouth, Ward!” Pierce hisses, glancing at the door behind me. “I don’t want shit to do with your accusations.”

      I shake my head, dumbfounded by the fear in her eyes. I know it’s a big thing to say. I know it’s a dangerous thing to say. But if it’s true . . . and I don’t know all the facts . . . all I know is what I heard.

      “He said she only has as much power as he gives her. It’s worth an investigation of some kind.”

      “Who would investigate it?” Pierce snaps. “Are you willing to take on the fucking Regent of the New Republic of America? She controls the entire guard.”

      That’s a sobering thought.

      It’s not like I haven’t realized it already. Some part of me already acknowledged the danger of the knowledge I stumbled upon when it happened, but Pierce’s words pose it as a direct threat to my wellbeing.

      To my life.

      To my future.

      “I—”

      “I’m not restricting you,” she murmurs, dragging her hands down her face. “I know you didn’t do anything wrong, Love. But you need to step back and settle down before you get caught up in politics way over your head.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, standing slowly. “I was written up, shouldn’t I be confined to quarters or on extra duty?”

      “I’m giving you some extra leave. Go blow off steam. Get out of my face and out of the sentinel for a bit.” I nod my head as she speaks and stand slowly, preparing to leave her office, but the heavy sigh she blows out has me turning around to face her again. “Just stay out of the Regent’s hair until she’s gone, okay? You don’t want to be the person responsible for the governor and her falling out. I can promise you that, if nothing else.”

      My teeth sink into my tongue, but I manage to force a nod before I stroll from the office, my fingers clenching into fists at my side as I move through the hallway.

      Who would investigate her? She controls the entire fucking guard.

      I know she’s right. I know there’s nothing I can do. As I slam open the door to my room, I glare at the tiny space and the small bed in the corner. I’m not much for decorations. Wasting money decorating a barracks room seems silly when I want to save up and buy my own place when I finally retire.

      Who would investigate her?

      I groan to myself as I rifle through my drawers, searching for some civilian clothing. Fuck this uniform. I’m off duty? I’m going to dress how the hell I want. I’m disgusted with the guard, disgusted with Roxanna Freestone, I’m disgusted with myself for relying so heavily on a flawed system to get me through this pathetic excuse of an existence.

      Who would investigate her?

      Why the fuck aren’t there protocols for this? Did the women who founded the NRA really believe there would never be a day when women could be as corrupt as their male predecessors? Did they really believe there would never be a day where another woman was corrupted by a man?

      How fucking stupid are we to think we can put history in a bubble and never repeat it? There is always going to be corruption in the world, whether it’s men or women, or both. There’s always going to be abuse in the world, whether at the hands of men or women, or both.

      Some things are just a symptom of the human condition.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Six

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Cris

          

        

      

    

    
      “How did they even know you were going to be in town?” I groan, staring up at the stained wall of the cheap hotel room. There’s a pipe leaking somewhere in that wall, but it’s not like there’s really a maintenance crew to call to fix it.

      The hotels are ran by whatever group has control over them for the moment. They change hands as fast as anything else in Dallas does. I’m not calling whatever criminal runs this hotel to fix a problem that won’t affect me in a day’s time. We had never planned on being here for more than one day. I hate being in the city. Ma prefers the Tribes, too. This place is stifling.

      “Harvest season, I guess. It wouldn’t take a genius,” she mutters, lacing up her boots.

      “It’s about the taxes, though? I don’t understand. Aren’t you current?”

      Ma goes quiet and I slowly sit up, narrowing my eyes on her. “Aren’t you current?” I ask again, the tiniest bit of annoyance flaring to life in my stomach, followed quickly by a heavy fear. If she is behind on taxes, the NRA can seize our land.

      “It’s getting sorted out tonight,” she mutters, rolling her eyes. When she’s done lacing her boots, she stands up and pulls her hair back into a ponytail and adjusts her mask. “I’ll be back later.”

      My nostrils flare as I watch her walk out the hotel door, the heavy wood slamming shut behind her. With a huff, I fall back onto the bed and blink my eyes at that same stained wall. The brown and yellow water-spots in the white plaster make my stomach turn.

      None of the buildings here are in good repair—not anymore. Maybe in New Dallas, maybe at the governor’s estate.

      But not here.

      I still want to know how the Revenue Service knew we would be in town now. Of course, the harvest is pretty easy to track, but they knew the precise day. Or did they have someone watching for her?

      It worries me. I know my Ma’s past is somewhat . . . shady. Her life before she joined the Venus Guard isn’t something she talks about, other than to say we should never go to Old Vegas.

      Her time in the Venus Guard was decorated. She was endorsed by her commanding officers and stayed in long enough to get her land benefits, then got out. She always wanted her own property in the Tribes, she said.

      And now she has it. But if she can’t turn enough profit on crops each year, she could always lose it.

      And that’s terrifying.

      What will happen to the boys if she loses the property?

      As my mind rapid-fires questions into oblivion like some sort of automatic weapon, I tap my fingers against my bare stomach and growl.

      “Positives,” I remind myself. I have to look for the plus-side in the situation, so I don’t end up angry all fucking day. “At least I’m getting some extra time away from the boys and Vanessa.”

      Vanessa. I nearly choke on the thought of her name.

      That girl has been getting more and more wound up about the fact I don’t want a commitment. I’m just not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be, and if I am, I don’t think it will be with her.

      She knows this.

      I’ve told her this.

      And she still comes back after every breakup, claiming she’s okay with keeping things casual. And then the cycle repeats again. What started off as a pure connection between two friends one summer, somehow spiraled into this toxic . . . mess.

      A toxic mess. That’s the only words I can even use to describe my relationship with her. And we should both know better by now.

      I drag my hand down my face and sit up again, looking at the window. There’s no view. All I can see is the brick of the building next to this one. I’ve never understood the point of a window you can’t climb out of—there’s no fire escape outside—and that doesn’t show you something pretty. It seems pointless to me.

      I kick my foot out toward the bedpost and groan when it connects, sending a vibration through my leg. There’s nothing to do in this hotel room. There’s not even a TV, even though they’re more common here in the city.

      “Fuck’s sakes,” I grumble, sitting up straight to narrow my eyes on the tiny refrigerator in the corner of the room. As I jump down from the bed, I rub my growling stomach and open the fridge.

      Nothing.

      Of fucking course there’s nothing in the damn thing. These hotels are shitty, barely even hotels, really. They’re more like shacks stacked on top of one another where travelers can lay down for a few hours.

      With a sigh, I turn my eye on the door and tap my chin with one hand as my other hand caresses my bare stomach beneath my crop top. I’ll have to go out to get something, I guess.

      If I’m going out—

      My mind drifts to the promise of the bar that vendor made in the market. I could find this Ash District and see if there’s any trouble worth getting into for the evening. I know Ma won’t be back for a while.

      “Hmmm,” I hum as I reach into my pocket and pull out my credits to count again. When I factor in our Tribal dues, I still have quite a bit left over. Somehow, I managed to sell everything I wanted to sell, and I’ll be able to pay everything up for the year.

      Which is great.

      I eye the remainder and consider saving it instead of going out. I know a club in the city is probably going to be expensive as hell. The drinks probably won’t be half as strong as what we make in the Tribe, either.

      “Fuck it.” I grab my mask from the bedpost and the key from the table with a smirk. Ma will be pissed if she gets back and I’m gone, but, oh well.

      I’ve been in trouble for worse and came through it. I’m her only girl. She can’t kill me, so at least there’s that.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes squint as I walk along the sidewalk into the area known as the Ash District. When I asked a woman where to find the club, she looked at me like I was crazy before she explained to me which streets to take.

      I stare up at the blinking sign hanging from the brick building. It looks too small to be a club, and I wonder for a moment if the guy was trying to scam me into something gross. But . . . I slide my hand down my side to the knife tucked against my hip and shrug. I know how to defend myself.

      Taking a deep breath—as deep as I can take with this fucking mask on—I push on the door and then purse my lips. It’s locked. There’s no handle to pull, so I’d assumed it was a push—

      Knock, knock, knock.

      My knuckles rap on the metal door before I even consciously decide to do so. A metal shutter I hadn’t notice before slides open and two beady brown eyes stare back at me.

      “Yeah?”

      “I uh,” I shrug, at a loss for words. I didn’t know there was like a password for this sort of thing. “Some guy at the market told me this was the best club in the Ash District.” I figure honesty is probably the best way to go. The sound of bass thumping in the building behind him nearly covers his laugh but the metal shutter slides shut again, and I step back from the door, annoyance just starting to set in that I wasted my time walking all this way when the door swings open.

      “Fifteen credits to get in, kid,” he mutters. The doorman is a round, sweaty guy with more tattoos than I can count in the dimly lit doorway. I pull fifteen credits from my pocket and hand them over, my eyes narrowed.

      “Ya’ grown?” he asks, looking me over as he opens the door wide enough for me to step through.

      “Grown enough to waste fifteen bucks,” I grumble, pushing past him. His laugh follows me a few feet into the dark room and my eyes go wide at the sight before me.

      The entire building is dark, save for the UV lights plastered to the ceiling and along the bar. A girl stands on a podium in the center of the dance floor with speakers and some kind of machinery surrounding her. I have no idea what it is, but I know it has something to do with the music. She’s bouncing up and down with the beat, pressing buttons, holding half a set of earphones to her head as the crowd thrashes around the packed dance floor.

      “Wow,” I whisper under my breath as I make a beeline for the bar. I want a drink, and if the cover charge is fifteen credits, I can only imagine how much the fucking drinks are going to be.

      As I make my way between the other patrons, I realize just how much I don’t fit in here. Bright colored hair and strappy leather outfits seem to be the norm. My hand presses flat against my stomach and I wonder if my simple outfit is enough for this place.

      Maybe that’s why the guy at the door was so wary to let me in.

      I don’t look like I belong here.

      As I slide onto a bar stool, my forearms resting on the counter, I make eye contact with the bartender. Her face lights up as she steps over, smiling.

      “What can I get you, beauty?” Her lime green hair is pressed completely flat, falling down around her shoulders like wet silk as she grins at me. Diamond blue eyes stare out at me from behind too-long lashes and I nearly snort at the irony of her calling me a beauty.

      “I’ve never been here before, surprise me,” I snicker.

      “Well,” she murmurs, pulling a glass from behind the bar. I watch as she fills it with several different types of alcohol and my mouth waters when she lays it down before me. What looks like smoke and smells like pure sugar wafts from the top of the glass in little tendrils as I wrap my hand around it. “Last Calls are a house favorite. Careful though, it’s pretty strong.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur, taking a sip of the strong drink before I dig in my pocket for some credits. “How much is it?”

      “First drink? It’s on the house.” Her smile twitches her lips up and I shake my head, laying down ten credits, just in case. I don’t want her to have to pay for my drinks. I don’t even know her.

      “So sweet,” she purrs. “You Tribe girls are always so easygoing.”

      “Are we?” I ask, taking another sip of the drink.

      “Mmmhm.”

      Before I can ask her how many people from the Tribes stumble into a place like this, she’s called down the bar by another patron. I turn in my seat, leaning back against the bar as I drink the too sweet drink. When I finish it, I pull my mask back up around my mouth and nose and watch the twining bodies on the dance floor.

      I even find myself nodding along to the beat. My blood feels a little warmer than normal, but I find myself wanting another drink, so I lay another ten credits on the bar behind me, not bothering to look for the bartender.

      I know she’ll see it.

      The air quality in here is atrocious, I realize, as I cough into my mask. The sound of glass hitting the counter behind me draws my ear and I turn over my shoulder to grab the drink.

      The green-haired girl bounces off back down the bar before I can thank her and I shrug, tugging my mask down to take a long gulp. This one is different than the first—and I should have paid attention. It smelled sweet, but the sour taste is almost more than I can bear. Hot liquor fills my stomach and I find myself swaying along to the beat in my chair.

      “Hey,” someone calls out beside me.

      I turn to find a red-haired girl smiling at me and I smile back, raising my glass to her.

      “Wanna dance?” she asks, not bothering to cover the lewd smile curving her lips. I take my time looking her over and then shrug and nod.

      “Why not,” I laugh, sliding down from my seat. She leads me out into the middle of the bouncing throng, and I struggle to keep up with the dance moves—at least without spilling my drink.

      “What’s your name?” she shouts over the music.

      “Cris!”

      “Danine!” she replies before the music shifts to something more seductive, more erotic. Danine slides her hips against mine, her hands gripping my waist as we grind against one another there among all the other drunk idiots trying to forget their day.

      We dance like that for several songs, bouncing up and down to the ones that are pure bass and rolling our hips against one another to the ones that have sexier rhythms.

      “I’ll be right back,” she laughs, waving her empty cup.

      I look down at my own glass and swirl it, eyeing the remaining mixture at the bottom as I sway to the music by myself. When the song changes to something with a beat that pulls at my chest, I find myself twirling on my own, chugging the remaining alcohol.

      Someone lays their hand on my arm and I meet the eyes of a new stranger holding a cup in their hand.

      When she holds it out to me, I smile and nod. I know I should have my mask up but it’s too annoying to keep pulling it up and down to drink. As I wrap my hands around the glass, she starts swirling her hips and I pull her against my lap, smiling to no one in particular.

      This is fucking great.

      City clubs are the fucking best.

      I chug the small drink and throw my hands up in the air when the song changes to something fast again, bouncing up and down with the changing tempo. The UV lights around us flash in time with the beat and I find myself pushed into several different people during the dance.

      “Fuck,” I groan, holding my stomach as I nearly crash into a girl in a bright yellow dress. Her eyebrows shoot up her forehead and she shakes her head, pointing to something in the back of the room.

      “Don’t you dare fucking puke on me, boonie,” she snarls.

      If it wasn’t for my stomach twisting itself in and out of knots as I tried not to do just that, I’d have told her what I thought about her shitty fucking opinions. But I don’t want to puke on her pretty yellow dress, no matter how shitty of a person she is, so I book it toward the restroom, pushing past person after person as I make my way to the overcrowded room.

      “Oh, hell,” someone mutters as I shove past them and into the stall they were about to go into.

      “Hey, no cutting!” someone else screeches but I lock the door and bend over the toilet, waiting for my stomach to empty itself. I don’t really care what they have to say.

      But I don’t puke.

      I stand there for a few minutes, my stomach crumpling in and out of itself like some kind of paper ornament we made when we were kids, but nothing happens.

      My eyes slide shut as I wish I could throw up. I know I’ll feel better if I can just wretch myself into oblivion, but nothing I do makes it happen. I’m just . . . too fucking drunk, apparently.

      I groan, hugging my stomach with my hands before I lean back against the closed stall door. There’s got to be something I can do to make myself feel better. In the stall next to me, someone coughs and the smell of smoke carries over the partition.

      “Ugh,” I whimper, slamming the door open and stumbling out toward the sink. I brace my hands on the cracked porcelain and stare at myself in the mirror. My blonde hair is plastered to my forehead—sweat from dancing or nearly getting sick is shining all over my face.

      “Oh, honey,” someone murmurs behind me. I glance at the face peering over my shoulder in the mirror and then close my eyes. The light purple hair, the too-long-eyelashes, the bright pink lipstick covering plump lips are all too much for me right now.

      “Shhh,” I mutter, waving my hand absentmindedly toward the woman.

      “Girl, don’t shh me. I’ll tear your ass up. Now, let me fix—” my eyes pop open to see her wave her large hands at literally all of me “—this.” She winks at me in the mirror and I roll my eyes.

      “Pronouns?” I ask as I turn around, accepting the fact that I’m completely at her mercy. I may be from the Tribes, but even I know better than to argue with a Queen about my appearance.

      They just . . . know. I don’t fucking know how, but they do.

      “I answer to anything but bitch,” she laughs, blotting at my skin with a paper towel. “You drink too much, baby?”

      “Prolly,” I grumble. “These drinks are something entirely fucking different, huh?”

      “Oh, baby,” she laughs. “There isn’t nothing like this in the Tribes.”

      “That obvious?’

      “I’m from the Tribes, too,” she chuckles as she smatters something on my face that feels cool and somehow makes my head clear. “Don’t tell anyone though, I have a reputation to protect.”

      I smile up at her, watching as her Adam’s apple bobs with each chuckle. Queens are something else. After the second collapse, they almost got caught up with the men—because a penis is a penis to an angry woman—but Queens are a different breed entirely.

      I’m convinced they’re innately more feminine than even some of us born-females.

      “Thank you,” I mutter quietly before turning around to inspect myself in the mirror. I no longer look like a sweaty, drunk mess. Instead, I have a nice glow, somehow. I’m not sure what all she did to me, but even my hair looks like it’s been combed.

      “Fucking magic,” I laugh.

      “You’re welcome, baby.” She tosses me a wink then turns around and heads toward an empty stall, her golden dress swishing behind her. Raking my fingers through my hair, I step away from the sink and let the next woman waiting use it. I feel one hundred percent better, like I could dance more, even.

      And that’s what I do.

      I slip into the crowd of swaying bodies on the dance floor and lose myself for a while. When another drink gets handed to me—this time by a man—I just smile and sip it slowly instead of chugging it.

      I learned my lesson, apparently.

      Still, the alcohol already in my system and the new drink work to build me to a level of drunk I’ve never been before. I dance for one more song, then just one more, again.

      When I’m finally through, I stagger off the dance floor, laughing. My eyes meet those of the girl who led me onto the dancefloor in the first place and I pause, a smile breaking across my face as she motions for me to come over. I lost her amid all the partner changing earlier.

      That was a mistake, apparently.

      Fuck, what’s her name again?

      Denise? Danny? Danielle?

      As I take another drunken step toward her, a woman not much older than me slams into my side. Drinks spill between the two of us and I turn to ask if she’s alright, only to find the tall brunette snarling in my face.

      “Watch where the fuck you’re going,” she snaps, her eyes falling down my face to my clothing, before her lips pull up in a sneer, “boonie.”

      My blood runs hot and I take a step forward, narrowing my eyes on the little bitch. Who the fuck actually talks to strangers that way?

      “City skank,” I drawl out slowly, making a show of looking her up and down. The skintight pants and ripped up tank-top somehow manages to look more scandalizing than my blue jeans and crop top.

      “The fuck did you say to me?” she growls, taking a step closer, our faces are only inches apart now. The Venus Guard pin on her shirt catches my eye and I try my best not to groan.

      I know I’ve went too far on a good night, pissing off a member of the guard. But I also know I didn’t do anything to deserve this much attitude from this bitch and I’m not one to take disrespect lying down. I take a deep breath and smile.

      “City. Skank.”

      I couldn’t have dodged the blow even if I saw it coming. Which I didn’t.

      Pain sears across my left jaw before I spear the woman in front of me, ramming her into a stone pillar as people clear out of our way. I try my best to keep control of both our bodies, but she clearly has training.

      Something hooks around my leg and I let out a loud oomph as my back hits the dirty floor. Her hand crashes into my mouth and I wince as the feeling of my lip hitting my teeth tears through me. It completely blocks out the slight pinch in my skull as it slams into the ground.

      Apparently, my mouth is more sensitive than that thing protecting my brain. What a world.

      “That’s enough!” a deep male voice calls out.

      I know it’s a bouncer, I know we’re probably about to get tossed out for disrupting the peace. But I can’t let her make a fool of me. I refuse.

      As she goes to get up, I twist my hand in her dark hair and headbutt the dumb bitch. I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, or the adrenaline, but I don’t even feel it.

      She stumbles away, cursing under her breath as the bouncer yells something I can’t quite hear over the ringing in my ears. Even though I can’t feel whatever that headbutt did to me, apparently my ears can.

      I blink, trying to scramble to my feet. My hands slide in something wet on the floor and gag at the thought of what it might be before I finally stand up, glaring at the brunette.

      “Don’t fucking touch me again,” I snap, wiping blood from my mouth. I know I look a mess—I know Ma is going to lose her shit when I come back with these marks on me. But I don’t give a fuck right now.

      “What are you going to do about it, boonie?” she laughs before shrugging.

      I launch myself toward her only to find strong arms pulling me back. I thrash against the bouncer, trying to get to the smug bitch standing there watching me as I’m dragged through the club.

      But then a large man wearing a black shirt grabs her, too, and I’m amused if for no other reason than she has to face the same consequences as me.

      When I’m shoved through the exit and into the alley behind the club, I stumble across the narrow path and right into a brick wall, bracing my hands against the rough material before I whirl around.

      My middle finger raises toward the bouncer before I think better of it. But before he can take another step toward me, the other bouncer tosses the brunette guard out into the alley too, and quickly slams the door shut.

      “Fuck!” she screams, kicking the door with all her might. The metal shakes and groans as she assaults it, tossing out swears and curses I’ve never even heard in Arden at the door and the bouncers who are no doubt still on the other side of it.

      I cross my arms over my chest, watching her melt down. “Thanks a fucking lot,” I growl.

      “Thank me? All I said was you need to watch where the fuck you’re walking. I know you retards aren’t used to crowded places but—”

      I cross the short distance between us and grab her shirt, staring up into her eyes. “Fucking say it again. I dare you. Call me a boonie or a retard again, you city skank.”

      “I’ll lay you out on your ass,” she answers in a bored voice, her eyebrow cocked. The small split above it brings me some sense of accomplishment, at least. She was going to beat my ass, and I know that.

      “Maybe.” I shove her away from me and wince when she closes the distance between us again. “But at least I’ll know I didn’t let some city trash talk to me like a fucking dog.”

      “A dog,” she laughs, patting me softly on the cheek. “You Tribes folks are so damned cute. There’s no dogs here.”

      “Don’t fucking touch me,” I snarl, raising my hand to hit her. I’m done with her fucking attitude. Venus Guard or not, she needs to be taken down a peg.

      My wrist burns where her hand grips it and I try to yank it free, but it doesn’t work. She’s obviously stronger than me, better trained, and in a foul mood.

      “Don’t raise a fucking hand to me!” she snaps as she slings my hand away from her. I stumble back under the force, my eyes narrowing on the brunette as her chest heaves with her frustration. “You spilled liquor all over my damned date, and just had to cause a scene.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. I cover my mouth to try and suppress it a little but give up when I see her eyes widen. “Awe, poor wittle baby. I wuined your date, huh? Wanna go tell your mommy?”

      “Watch your fucking mouth, boonie.”

      “That’s the thing,” I snap, all humor gone from my voice. “I didn’t do shit to you. I bumped into you, I guess, but it was an accident. You’re the one who got an attitude. You’re the one who was disrespectful.” I take a step toward her, pointing my finger at her chest. “You’re the one who put your hands on me. Miss Venus Guard, isn’t that against your little code?” I bat my eyelashes sarcastically, jamming my finger into her shoulder again. “So, fuck off with all that. I’m over it.”

      “You—”

      My eyebrow cocks and I wonder for a second if she’s really stupid enough to try me further. I could get her kicked out for attacking a civilian. She was dumb enough to wear her pin to a bar and dumb enough to fight with me, that’s on her.

      I just want to get back to the shitty hotel room at this point. And listen to Ma chew me out for trying to have a good time—and failing.

      Before I know what’s happening, my back is pressed against the bricks again, this time with a hand against my chest. The gritty stones dig into my exposed lower back and I stifle the urge to whimper. The brunette’s face is only inches from mine, her green eyes catching the streetlight as she glares at me.

      “Don’t threaten me,” she whispers.

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Shut your fucking mouth!” she snaps, her nostrils flaring with her rage. “I didn’t work all this time to have my fucking career ruined by some idiot in a club.” I can tell she’s serious. I can tell she feels threatened, like I hit a nerve.

      But . . . in for a credit, in for a note.

      “Make. Me.” I bite out the words with all the anger I have inside me. This dumb cunt ruined my night out, put her hands on me, and now she’s mad because she feels threatened?

      Something changes on her face as she comes closer. Her hand on my chest goes gentle, and I’m not sure if it’s the alcohol still coursing through my veins, or the exertion of the fight, or something else altogether . . . but everything feels so warm.

      She slips her hand up, over my collarbone and presses her lips to mine. The kiss isn’t gentle. It’s rough. Just like our introduction.

      A part of me wants to push her away, to act shocked or offended by her sudden change in behavior. But a bigger part of me—probably the drunk part—urges me to give into her soft lips as they crush against my own.

      I wince when she sucks my bottom lip, knowing damn well it hurts because of the punch she threw, but I can’t stop myself. My hands slide into her hair as she holds me against the wall, our tongues fighting for dominance.

      “Such a goddamn wise ass,” she pants against my mouth.

      “Shut up,” I hiss, pulling the hair at the nape of her neck so I can kiss my way down her throat. My internal alarms are blaring, telling me what a bad idea this is. I don’t know this woman for shit. All I know is she was on a date with some other chick and she’s violent as fuck.

      But damn if she can’t kiss.

      “Who are you talking to?” she snarls, slamming me back into the wall again. One of her hands grips both my wrists above my head, effectively detaining me as she slips a leg between mine, spreading my stance.

      “You,” I challenger her, meeting her eyes. My heart pounds in my ear drums when she drags her teeth over her bottom lip, her free hand trailing fingers over my exposed stomach. She slips her hand into my jeans and smirks when she finds my wet core.

      “You talk a lot of shit for someone who's begging to be fucked,” she purrs, brushing a finger over my sensitive clit. My teeth grind together as I resist the urge to roll my hips against her hand. I want to chase that friction so bad . . . but I refuse to give her the satisfaction.

      This is a battle, somehow.

      This is still a fight.

      “Fuck you,” I whisper, swallowing hard when she slides a finger into me, quickly followed by another.

      “Mmm, you just might.” Something flashes in her eyes and then mine slide shut as I surrender to whatever it is she has planned for me in this alley.

      Fuck bad decisions.

      Fuck the consequences.

      Fuck the fact that I don’t even know this woman’s name.

      I just want an outlet. And she seems to want one, too.

      So, fuck it.

      My knees nearly buckle when she starts pumping her fingers in and out of my pussy, whispering against my ear as she holds me against the wall. “Do you like that, boonie?”

      “Cris,” I whimper.

      “What?”

      “My fucking name is Cris,” I snap, turning my head to catch her lips with my own. I suck her bottom lip—harder than necessary—and groan into her mouth as she drags her thumb in slow circles over my clit, her fingers still stroking deep inside me.

      “Love.”

      “Excuse me?” I gasp, leaning my head back against the wall, trying my best not to tremble under her touch.

      “My name, it’s Love,” she chuckles.

      “Of course, it is,” I sigh, rolling my hips against her hand when her thrusts speed up.

      Love bites back a laugh, but the tiny huff in the back of her throat tells me how amused she is. Thankfully, it doesn’t stop her from working those magical fingers in and out of me at just the right speed. Every time she passes over my clit, I shudder.

      I’m right on the verge of orgasm and I know she knows it. I know she can feel my pussy spasming around her fingers, know she can hear the tiny whimpers strangling in the back of my throat.

      “Fuck,” I whimper. “Please?”

      “Please what?” she growls, dragging her teeth over that sensitive patch of skin where my neck meets my shoulder.

      “Please let me cum,” I beg. I’m not proud of it, but something tells me she will keep me like this—grinding against her hand in this dark back alley—until she gets the upper hand she wants.

      “Mmm, good girl,” she sighs, curling her fingers inside me. As she presses against my g-spot, her thrusts turn rough, her thumb circling my clit faster.

      Stars erupt behind my eye lids and my core clenches. My eyes fly open and meet the hooded green ones waiting for me. My lips part with words—with a sound that makes no sense—as I shudder through the orgasm.

      “That’s it,” Love whispers, slowing her fingers inside me. She pulls every single aftershock I can give her before she withdraws her hands from my waistband.

      And then she slips her fingers into her mouth and I groan.

      “Fuck,” I whisper on a shaky breath as I watch her lips curl around her fingers—fingers that are soaked with me.

      She smirks, taking a step back from me and heading toward the end of the alley that leads to the street. I gape after her, laying a hand on my chest to keep my heart inside it. She just finger-fucked me in an alley and is . . . walking away.

      There is something very wrong with you, I tell myself.

      “You coming?” she calls over her shoulder.

      I scurry away from the wall and jog up to her side, only stumbling a little when I get there. Love pulls a flask from her back pocket and hands it to me. “If you want to, you can come back to my room at the sentinel.”

      I’ve never been to the sentinel before. But . . .

      “Sure,” I rush out. “Why not?” Bad decisions are my thing, tonight, apparently.

      Love glances over at me as I unscrew the flask and take a long gulp of the bitter liquid. The smile curving her lips says everything.

      “Good.”

      Yep, there is something very, very wrong with you, Cris Coleman.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up to the light blaring in through the window and groan, covering my eyes. Then I freeze.

      The window in the hotel room doesn’t show the sky. Why the hell is there so much light in here? Slowly, I look around the room and swallow, pressing a hand to my aching head.

      I went out drinking.

      Then my eyes fall on the brunette passed out beside me and memories come flooding back.

      The bar.

      The fight.

      The alley.

      I groan again as flashes burst in my mind. A quick look around the room tells me those memories are pretty correct. Two empty liquor bottles lay on the bedside table and an abandoned container of food sits on the edge of the bed where we left it.

      You came home with a fucking stranger.

      A stranger who hit you.

      I’m going to have to really work on my life-choices.

      Carefully, I brush a fingertip over my swollen lip and cringe. I know I’m probably bruised to Hell and back, but there’s nothing I can do about that, now. We got into it pretty good last night before the bouncers separated us.

      Though, they tossed us into the same alley. How fucking stupid? Granted, it ended much better than it could have. But what if we killed each other? Idiots.

      I glance back at Love and wince. She looks so peaceful when she’s sleeping. There’s no trace of the woman with a chip on her shoulder from the bar. Right now, she’s just another girl, sprawled out in her bed after a night of debauchery.

      And it was a night. For sure.

      Laying on her stomach like this, I can see the angel wing tattoos on her back, peeking out from beneath her long brown hair. I run my fingertips over them and wonder what they mean to her before I carefully make my way out of the bed.

      It only takes a second to find my clothes, at least.

      Once I find the tiny bathroom attached to her room, I quickly pull my clothes back on and splash my face with some water from the sink. The mirror confirms what I already knew:

      There’s a bruise too big to explain away on my jaw and a swollen lip to match. I poke the split flesh and wince. I must have been really drunk to be kissing that girl with this in the way. How the fuck—

      A quiet noise from the other room makes me turn and creak the door open carefully. Love rolls over on the bed, facing the bathroom door, but her eyes are still closed.

      Sucking in a breath, I double check my pockets for my credits and make my way through the tiny room to the door. I pray to whatever version of God exists that I can make it out without waking her.

      I don’t want to face her.

      A random hookup with a stranger? A stranger I got into a fight with? A stranger I will never see again?

      Why put myself through the embarrassment?

      As the door closes behind me, I blow out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, and quickly rush down the halls. A few guards look at me as I pass them, and I smile tightly and nod my head.

      I can find the exit, I’m sure.

      I refuse to ask any of them for directions. It’s better if I can just get out and go on about my business.

      When I finally step out into the daylight, I shield my eyes from the unruly sun with a hiss. A hook up with a stranger from a bar. A stranger I got into a fight with.

      I shake my head as I make my way to the elevator that will take me back to Old Dallas.

      Ma is going to be pissed I was out all night. And these bruises . . .

      “Fuck,” I groan as I make my way toward the biggest bitchfest I’ve probably ever experienced.
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      I kick the back of my boot against the wall and try to ignore the stream of people moving past me. I shouldn’t be here—wouldn’t be if I was smart. I’m still on leave, I could be doing anything I fucking want right now. But I’m not smart.

      I’m just Love.

      My teeth sink into my bottom lip as I wait for Tam to come out of the sickbay. I don’t want to know why she was in there this time, but I promised I’d wait for her here, so I am.

      I might lie too much, but I try very hard not to break my word when I make a promise. It’s a line for me—some kind of unspoken boundary—and I don’t even know where it came from. It’s not like anyone has ever gone out of their way to honor their promises to me.

      The back of my shoulder is still sore from the drama the other night. That boonie—Cris—is stronger than she looks, I’ll give her that. My core clenches as flashes of our night together burst behind my eyelids. The alley had been hot, but that was just foreplay.

      The real fun started when we got back to my room.

      We stayed up until nearly dawn, drinking and fucking our brains out. I bet she’s probably still fighting that hangover, she didn’t seem like she had much experience with liquor. Not real liquor, at least.

      Tam walks out of the office pressing at the bandage covering her forearm and I fall in line beside her, making our way toward the barracks.

      “You good?” I ask, looking at her carefully. I’m prone to think she’s just caught another bug—mostly because of all the stupid shit she does—but if it’s something serious, I don’t want her to feel like she can’t tell me.

      “I’ll be alright,” she sighs, shrugging off the question. “What about you? You still haven’t told me about this girl Morgan saw leaving your room.”

      “Girl—” I strangle on the words and shake my head, even as my cheeks flame with embarrassment. I don’t know why I’m embarrassed. We’re all grown, and it’s not like I’m the first guard to have company in the barracks—hell, everyone knew about me and Charity when we were together, she practically lived in my room.

      But, I’ve always preferred to keep my exploits more private than the rest of my unit. They have no problem swapping leave-stories about their conquests, male or female. I prefer to keep those things between me and the person I’m doing them with.

      “You don’t have to be shy about it. Everyone is glad you’re going out and getting back out there, you know, after Charity—”

      “This has nothing to do with her,” I groan, shaking my head. A few guards nod to us as we pass them in the hall, and I lower my voice. “I just needed to blow off some steam after everything with Pierce.”

      “Was it that bad?” Tam’s guilt is obvious, but I don’t comment on it. Acknowledging her bad feelings won’t make them go away and I really can’t handle another crying fit right now. She’s been so damn emotional lately.

      “It was . . . enlightening.”

      “I can’t believe you had a date,” she says quietly, excitement lacing her words. “How did you meet her?”

      “Well,” I sigh, shaking my head. “At the bar. But she wasn’t a date.”

      “Love!” Tam squeaks. “Tell me.”

      “I had a date,” I mumble. “I met my date in the dining hall. She’s a civilian who was visiting the sentinel to consult on some engineering. The girl Morgan saw—nosey bitch—is someone I met at the bar.”

      “Oh my fucking life,” Tamara laughs, shaking her head. “You went to the bar with one girl and left with another?”

      “I got kicked out with another,” I correct, scratching the back of my neck nervously as we wander into the barracks.

      “For what?!”

      “Fighting.”

      “Of fucking course you were fighting,” she snickers. “Wait, were you fighting her?”

      “Yes,” I mutter, refusing to meet her eyes as we come to a stop outside her door. I quickly change the subject, pointing to the bandage around her forearm. “What’s going on with you, really? You’ve been going to sickbay a lot lately.”

      Tam’s eyes widen and she shakes her head, pulling me into her room before slamming the door. “Shhh,” she sighs, leaning back against the closed door. “I don’t want anyone to know yet.”

      “Know what?” My eyes narrow on my friend and I cross my arms over my chest. I don’t know what sort of trouble she’s gotten herself into, but by the look in her eyes, I’m sure it’s serious. We have to take care of each other in the unit, if she’s sick, or has been hurt somehow, we should all know so we can help her.

      “I’m pregnant,” she whispers on a shaky breath.

      I go completely still for a moment, trying not to show any reaction as I process the information she just gave me.

      Pregnant.

      Tamara Ward is fucking pregnant.

      Pierce is going to lose her mind. The unit is going to lose their minds—though, this could work in our favor. If part of our unit is pregnant, we can’t be sent out to do anything dangerous. I’d prefer city patrol over gang watch any day. I’ve never been interested in the fighting, only in keeping the citizens of the NRA safe.

      Pregnant.

      “Wow,” I finally answer, carefully.

      “Wow?” she huffs. “That’s all you have to say?”

      “Whose is it?”

      “Mine,” she snaps, narrowing her eyes on me. “Who else’s would it be?”

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” I groan, sinking down onto her small bed. Where my room is practically bare, Tam’s is decked out in decorations. It looks like every store in Old Dallas puked in here and she arranged it into some version of order.

      Enough order to pass the occasional inspection, at least.

      “I know,” she sighs, sitting down beside me. “I’m just stressed. I’m scared.”

      “It was an accident,” I say softly.

      “Yeah, obviously. We used protection but clearly it didn’t work well enough.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmur, wrapping my arm around her shoulder. “Or should I be congratulating you?”

      “I don’t even know.” She sags against me and I grip her tighter. She’s my oldest friend—the only one from the Ward Home I still speak to, and we’re in the same unit. She’s the closest thing to family I’ve ever had, really. I want to be there for her, I just don’t know how to in this situation.

      I’ve never been pregnant. Never will be.

      I could buy sperm easily someday, but I don’t think I ever want to be pregnant. If I ever settle down with a partner, I’ll probably let her have the children if she wants any. I’m not interested in sharing my body with some small alien thing sucking up all my nutrients and energy.

      Being pregnant looks like hell from my experience.

      “Well,” I finally sigh, brushing my hand up and down her back in a lazy pattern. “You know we’re here for you, no matter what. The unit will be here.”

      “I don’t trust these bitches,” Tam laughs, and I snicker alongside her. Because I get it.

      “Well, I’ll be here.”

      “Yah?” she asks in a small voice.

      “Yah,” I promise, tilting my head against hers. “I’ve had your back since that Hell hole. I’m not gonna leave on your own now. What sense would that make?”

      “Are you good though?” she asks, wiping a tear from her eye. I don’t mention the crying, because I know she’d hate it. She’s been tough as nails since we were kids, I won’t embarrass her for being scared now.

      This shit is scary.

      “I’m fine,” I lie, shrugging. I’m still unsettled by the conversation I had with Pierce, but I can’t really talk to Tam about it. It’s bad enough they saw what they did when they busted in. If the governor or the fucking Regent is pissed at me and I get busted down over it, it’s better if it’s just me.

      Especially if Tam is pregnant.

      “So, you feel like the whole thing was . . . wrapped up?”

      “Yeah,” I whisper, glancing away from her so I don’t have to look in her eyes while I lie to her. There’s nothing tied up in a pretty bow, but there also probably won’t be. I’ll never get any sort of resolution about it.

      I’ve accepted that much in the past few days while I enjoy the extra leave time. Whatever Roxanne Freestone is going through isn’t my business according to the Venus Guard and the New Republic of America—as fucked as I think that is, I have to learn to let it go.

      There’s nothing I can do about it . . .

      “Love?” Tam asks and I shake my head, forcing a smile on my lips.

      “How far along are you, anyway?”

      “Four months.”

      “Awe,” I laugh. “You’ll know if it’s a girl soon, won’t you?”

      “Fingers crossed,” Tam sighs, shaking her head. “I don’t want to raise a boy in this world. They’re just—”

      “I know,” I murmur. And I do know. The boys at the Ward Home were treated completely differently than the girls. It was as if they were second class citizens, even as children, before they ever participated in anything that could earn that sort of treatment.

      “I love you, you know that, right?” Tamara whispers quietly and I nod, pulling her into another tight hug.

      “I love you, too. You’re the closest thing to family I have, girl.”

      “I know. Who else would put up with you?” I lean back, pursing my lips only to find her smiling wide at me. “You won’t tell anyone?”

      “No, but you need to. Eventually the nurse in the sickbay will have to tell Pierce . . . you know it’s better if you’re the one who tells her.”

      “I wish I didn’t have to feel like I’ve done something wrong,” she sighs, throwing herself back on the bed.

      I pat her leg, laughing before I stand up and head toward the door. “You haven’t done anything wrong this time. It’s probably a conditioned response to all the fucking trouble you’re usually in.”

      As the door closes, something thuds against the wood and I snort. Who knows what she threw at me this time. There are not many things in her room she hasn’t thrown at me over the years.

      I hope she broke it, whatever it was.

      She’s got to get a hold of her temper if she’s going to be a mom.

      Tamara Ward is going to be a mom. I shake my head at thought as I walk down the hall toward my empty room. I can’t even imagine what that’s like. I can’t even imagine being with someone long enough to want a child with them, not since Charity left.

      I groan at the thought.

      That girl . . . I don’t know what to do with her memory. Not really. I spent my entire adult life with her. Everything after the Ward home, Charity was a part of.

      “But she didn’t stay, either,” I sigh, closing the door to my room behind me. I make my way to the bed, eying the empty bottles still scattered across my table. I haven’t cleaned up after my little tryst with the boonie.

      And she didn’t stay, either.

      She snuck out before I even woke up. It was a strange night, I’ll give her that, but I thought it ended . . . nicely.

      Apparently, not nicely enough. She couldn’t even tell me goodbye before she left to go back to bumfuck wherever. But I know better than to expect anything different—especially from some one night stand I picked up in the Ash District.

      The only constant in this life is that everyone leaves.

      All I have is my unit and this broken ass system. I push my fingers against my temples, trying to ignore the thoughts creeping into my mind about the Regent and her husband. I have to let it go. There’s nothing else I can do, and I don’t want to fuck my career up.

      It was a sex game. That was what Pierce said—what she told herself—and I’m going to have to learn to accept it, too. All I have is the Venus Guard. If I lose that, I don’t know what will happen to me.

      I don’t know who I’d be without this . . . machine I’m a part of.
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      My hand stutters against my forehead as I wipe the sweat away, glaring up at the blazing sun. It’s too hot for this bullshit, even for me. At least when I’m hunting, I’m in the shade for the most part. I’d much rather be doing that than toiling away at these damn fields like some sort of servant.

      “Cris,” Ma snaps, drawing my attention to her. She leans against the handle of the shovel, her cheeks red from being out in the sun all day. She hardly ever burns anymore, far too used to being out in the direct sunlight. But I’m not. This isn’t what I do. “You have to learn this shit. What are you gonna do when I’m gone?”

      She’s been trying to teach me which crops to rotate after each season. There’s some science to which ones to do well after—so after gencorn, we’d do beans or potatoes. Then, we’ll do gencorn again in the spring. My teeth grind together; I don’t want to learn any of this.

      “Who will run the fucking farm if you don’t learn this?” she asks again, taking a step toward me.

      “Liam, probably,” I shrug. He’s way more interested in how to take care of this land than I am. I’d rather be hunting.

      “He can’t run it because he can’t own it.” Ma rolls her eyes. She knows me well enough to know how I feel about it. She also knows my plan, so I don’t know why she’s acting surprised.

      “He can run it if I own it,” I point out, digging the shovel through the dirt again. It’s torn up from the harvest, but it’s not soft enough to replant quite yet. We have to get it in shape in time for the crops to be planted. Ma said we are doing beans this season, so we need to get holes in the ground for the posts. Beans need more support to grow. The harvest festival isn’t far away—a night when everyone celebrates the last harvest and the fact that their fields are replanted. It’s my favorite thing every year. I don’t care about my birthday, because gifts cost money and I know we don’t have enough extra to ask for anything, but I can look forward to the harvest festival without feeling guilty.

      It costs us nothing except whatever we bring to the celebration.

      “This world is a strange place, Cristiana. You were my little breath of chaos—my only girl. You came into this world fighting and haven’t stopped since. It’s different for the boys, though. Not all of them are bad . . . your Da, your brothers, they’re good men . . . but this world wasn’t built for them. Not anymore.” She rakes her dirty fingers through her hair, shaking her head. “If you want to keep them safe, you have to be in charge.

      Reluctantly, I nod. My eyes fall on my brothers where they work alongside our hired help for the season. They work so hard—how can men be treated less than women? It doesn’t seem right.

      Surely, we’ve established ourselves as a gender. We shouldn’t have to continue subjugating and isolating them. I understand the point behind it, but I feel like women are better than that. We can be better than they were.

      “I know how the world used to be was bad, but—”

      “Don’t,” Ma hisses. “You have no idea how bad it was.” Ma pulls a canteen of water from her back and takes a swig before handing it to me. “What my grandmother went through wasn’t something that can just be forgotten,” she whispers as I press my lips to the can.

      “You never talk about it.”

      “Because I didn’t like hearing about it, and you wouldn’t either.” Ma looks over my shoulder for a second and shakes her head. “The shit I’ve seen, the shit I’ve done, Cris . . . it’s all been so we could have this life. Before you were even born.”

      “I know—”

      “No, you don’t,” she snaps, dragging a hand down her face. “My grandmother was owned by a man in the middle of nowhere. She told me he almost killed her once.” Ma shook her head and her eyes slid shut. “He was my mom’s father. They lived so far away from any of the cities, she didn’t know if the rebellion would ever reach them, but it did.”

      “They got her out?”

      “He knew he was going to die. He was one of the bad ones . . . had five or six wives, according to Grandma. He killed one girl in front of her when they heard the women outside the house. Lattie almost didn’t get out, but she managed to get to the door, and they helped her. The fucking asshole killed two of his own kids before they got to him—” Ma’s voice cracks and she shakes her head. “They were my aunts. It was a different world. Under their laws, he could do whatever he wanted to her or any of his wives—even the children were his property. We can’t ever go back to that.”

      “I—”

      “We can’t.” Ma shakes her head “He almost killed her. She was pregnant with my mom when the rebellion happened, Cris. If she wouldn’t have made it out, we would have never been here. An entire family would have never existed because of the whims of a man. And that was common. That was what was considered normal then. Men aren’t fit for that kind of power.”

      “How did you guys end up in Old Vegas—”

      Ma hisses in a breath and meets my eyes. “My grandma couldn’t find work. She didn’t have any kind of experience and she had a child to feed. Old Vegas is lawless, and well . . . there are enough men there that a woman can make money by not doing much, if she’s stupid enough.”

      I swallow hard. A prostitute. That’s what she had been hiding all these years. My great-grandmother was a prostitute. My mouth swishes to the side as I stare at April Coleman, the woman who raised me—I can’t help but wonder why she’s ashamed of it. It’s not like she was the one who . . .

      “Old Vegas isn’t a place for women who have any other options,” she whispers, her eyes going hard as she watches me piece it together.

      I can’t bring myself to ask her how she survived before she joined the Venus Guard. I can’t ask her if she had to be ‘stupid’ too. I hate the fact that’s how she sees it . . . I understand she feels ashamed, but she shouldn’t. There’s nothing wrong with doing what you have to do to survive.

      I’m not sure I want to hear her say it, though—I’m not sure if she can say it. The fact that Ma lived in New Vegas, too, means her family never moved past that moment in their history.

      My great-grandmother, my grandmother, and probably my mother . . .  were all prostitutes. I don’t feel the same shame she apparently does. I’m happy to be alive. What they did is what allowed that to happen.

      My mouth goes dry for a second as their reality wraps around my consciousness, forcing me to acknowledge what a horrific life that would be. Having to have sex with people I’m not interested in—men I’m not interested in—in order to provide for my family.

      I’m not sure if I could do it.

      But as my eyes focus on hers, the tightness around the corners, the shimmer of moisture she’s holding back that coats her eyes in the sunlight makes me pause. She has done everything she could in her life to get to where she is now, and that’s why she takes it so seriously.

      She did it for us, even though she didn’t have us yet.

      She did it for the life she knew she wanted. She did it for the family she hoped she’d one day have. April Coleman survived so she could get to the place she wanted to be.

      I can’t fault her for that.

      And the more I stare at her, the more I realize, maybe I could do whatever I had to do to survive, too. If I knew it would get me where I needed to be, who knows how low I would sink.

      Worse, if I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get out of it . . . who knows what I would do.

      I blink away those thoughts. It feels too close to judgement and I don’t want to be that person. I love Ma. What she did doesn’t change who she is. I’d never make her feel bad for something she did to survive.

      This world isn’t easy.

      “The second collapse changed everything,” she shrugs, shaking her head before she fixes the collar of her shirt. “I know they’re good,” she murmurs, waving her hand toward my brothers and Da. “But men are like . . . a good dog. Trained right, they’re great companions and loyal to a fault. Let them roam free though—” her eyes slide shut, and she takes a deep breath “—like those coydogs you like to shoot at, and they’ll turn on you every time. They’re feral, rabid creatures.”

      My teeth scrape over my bottom lip as I consider her words. I know she isn’t wrong. I know history has proven, time and time again, that men cannot be trusted with power.

      “But are we treating them as badly as they treated us? Our ancestors, I mean.”

      “We could never treat them as badly as their ancestors treated ours,” Ma whispers, her voice shaky. “And be careful who you say something like that, too.”

      “What do you mean?” I tilt my head to the side, shielding my eyes from the sun.

      “In the guard, I used to hear stories about what happened to sympathizers—women who care about men and their rights. You don’t want that.”

      I wait to see if she’ll tell me what she heard, but she doesn’t. I don’t know what the threat was, but if it made Ma’s face go white like that, I know I don’t want it.

      Ma tucks her flask away and heads toward Da. My fingers tug at the edges of my pockets as I watch them, wondering how they managed to get to this place in life. It can’t be easy—loving a man in this world.

      “Cris?” a familiar, soft voice calls behind me. My heart stutters in my chest for a second before I turn around and face Vanessa. She has a basket—no doubt full of food—swinging from her hands as she smiles at me.

      “Hey,” I answer, scratching my ear. “What’s up?”

      “I thought we could spend some time together today. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.” Her big blue eyes shine in the sun and my eyes fall to the low-cut sundress she has on. I know she’s wearing it for me. If she hadn’t changed before she came over, she’d still be in her jeans or overalls from working with the cattle on her family’s ranch.

      “I—I don’t think I have time today,” I choke out, dragging my eyes back from her cleavage to her face. I know it isn’t what she wants to hear. I know she wants more but I’ve told her over and over, I just don’t have more to give her.

      “You never have time for me anymore,” she groans, swaying side to side. I can hear the hurt in her voice, but I don’t have the emotional energy to sugarcoat this for her today.

      And I’m tired of the back and forth.

      “Vanessa,” I sigh. “We were never supposed to be this thing. I keep telling you, I don’t want a relationship. Not with anyone.” She opens her mouth to interrupt me and I hold my hand up, closing my eyes as I try to summon the patience to have this conversation for the four hundredth time since we first started sleeping together. “It’s not a you thing, it’s a me thing. I’m happy to do what we’ve been doing, but somehow, it always turns into you holding me to some ridiculous standards I never agreed to and I just . . . can’t.”

      “So, I’m worth fucking but not keeping?” she snaps.

      “I never said that,” I groan, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I’ve never used you. I told you what I wanted before we ever—”

      “But I love you.”

      “I know,” I whisper.

      “And it doesn’t matter?” Her voice trembles as she asks those words. I don’t want to answer her. I don’t want to break her heart again. I don’t want to see the pain on her face when she realizes this fantasy she has is never going to happen.

      I’m just not in love with her.

      I can’t change that.

      “It doesn’t change the way I feel.” I wince as the words leave my mouth and Vanessa’s lips part but whatever she planned on saying never makes it out of her mouth. Instead, a loud huff of air comes tumbling from her lips as she slams the basket on the ground at my feet. The wicker cracks, splintering as the tears start streaming down her face.

      “Van—”

      “Don’t,” she hisses, turning around before I can say anything to ease her pain. I watch as she marches off toward the woods that separate our two families’ properties.

      Slowly, I sink to the ground and open the cracked basket to take a look at what’s inside. Wrapped beef and canned vegetables. I open the canned beans and take a gulp, rolling my eyes.

      Maybe I would have been better off if I dated men.

      Maybe men are easier to deal with than women. I don’t think they could be this emotional. I fucking told her what this was. It’s not my fault she switched up somewhere along the way.

      “Nothing good is going to come from sex with no feelings,” Ma had said to me once. She wasn’t wrong, apparently. She tried to warn me, but did I listen? No. Of-fucking course I didn’t.

      “Because I’m a giant twatapotamus,” I groan, sitting the jar of beans down in the dirt. Vanessa deserves someone who feels the same as she does, but that just isn’t me.

      So, the best thing I can do is walk away from her completely.

      Maybe then she’ll stop torturing herself.

      Maybe then, she’ll have the space to find someone who can be better for her. Vanessa Torres has always wanted the white picket fence: a wife, kids, her whole family running the ranch after her parents are gone. She wants to be the face of the Tribes.

      And I just want to be.
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      My head turns toward Connor and I smirk as I watch him struggling to keep up with my pace. He’s nearly as tall as me, even at only twelve—he’ll probably be tall like Da and Liam. They’re fucking huge.

      Me and Ma are tiny compared to them.

      “Why are you moving so fast?” he huffs, adjusting the pack on his shoulders.

      “You said you wanted to see how I do this every day. This is how I do it. If we waste time, we’ll run out of daylight and that’s not as big of a problem for me, but for someone who isn’t used to hunting, it can be an issue.”

      “Why?”

      “Coydogs,” I mutter, pointing to some tracks through the dirt beside us. The leaf-litter is disturbed enough to see one paw print and I know for a fact if I take the time to look harder, there will be more.

      “Yah, but coydogs are pretty harmless unless you’re a cow.”

      “One coydog is pretty harmless,” I correct him, stopping to fix the latch on his satchel. “A pack of them is something else, Connor. They’ll corner you and take you down just like a deer or a cow. During the day, you only ever see one or two together, because they’re mostly nocturnal.”

      “Nocturnal?”

      “It means they’re awake at night,” I snicker, patting him on the shoulder before we move on. “What made you want to learn all of this all of a sudden, anyway?”

      Connor’s silence weighs between us and I find myself glancing at my brother out of the corner of my eye. He’s the kind one in our family. Everyone else is rough or at least looks it, but Connor is the baby in body and spirit. I’m convinced he couldn’t hurt a fly even if he had to, and I don’t know how that’s going to work out with hunting . . . but I also couldn’t tell him no when he asked. He had earned some time off from the fields and since Liam was available to help Ma and Da with anything today, he could sneak off with me if he wanted.

      I don’t mind showing him how to set up a snare and handle any animals they caught overnight, if he wants to learn. It’s just odd that he is so interested all of a sudden.

      “Well,” he mumbles, scratching his wrist nervously. “What if something ever happened to you? Sure, we all know how to do some of this stuff . . . everyone can shoot . . . but we should know how to take care of ourselves. I should know how to take care of myself—of them.”

      Connor’s voice is rough when he says it and I nod my head slowly. I don’t want to upset or dismiss him. I hate that he has to worry about stuff like this, but he isn’t wrong. The world we live in . . . things can change. Even out here in the Tribes—even in Arden—things happen. The bear is something that could hurt someone. Then there’s the coydogs and just normal accidents around the farms. And we don’t have the same kind of medical care readily available out here as they do in the cities . . . so if someone were to get seriously injured, it’s a lot of cleaning the wound and hoping and praying to a God none of us even believes in. Still, I hate that he needs to think about things like this. He’s only twelve, for fuck’s sake. He shouldn’t have to worry about shit like this.

      But I know he does.

      And so, I don’t question it, I don’t contradict him. I just nod my head as we pick our way deeper into the woods which separate our property from Vanessa’s family.
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      I watch closely as Connor sets the trap. His eyes lift up to mine and I shake my head, pointing down. “Careful. Pay attention, now. You could lose a finger or worse.”

      He grimaces and nods, moving his hand slowly as the metal clicks into place. “Can I let go of it now?”

      “Soon as you hear the click, you’re good. Just make sure it’s clicked in and then back away. You can let your hand up slow and make sure there’s no tension in the trap and you’ll know. You’d feel it if there was.”

      Connor’s teeth dig into his bottom lip as he slowly pulls his hand up and then jerks it back as quick as lightning and I snort.

      “It’s not fucking funny,” he snaps, glowering at me from the other side of the trap.

      “It’s hilarious,” I snicker, covering my mouth. “And watch your language or Ma will kick your ass.”

      “I don’t know why,” he mutters, picking his satchel up from the ground with a huff. “You guys get to do whatever you want.”

      “Well, I’m grown.” I tilt my head to the side and think about Liam for a moment. He’s pretty much an adult now, too. He’ll be eighteen soon. “And Liam is practically grown. You’re only twelve, Connor. You’re still a kid.”

      “I’m not a kid, though. Not really. We all work.”

      “Yeah, but Ma wants you to have some kind of childhood. It’s why you get more off days than me or Liam ever did at your age.”

      His mouth falls open. “Is that true?”

      “It’s—” my head snaps up when the sound of the wind changes. The helicopter flying overhead is the same one that flew toward Dallas before we went to sell our harvest. I’m sure of it.

      “Cris?” Connor asks, shielding his eyes as he looks up at the sky with me. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I lie. Well, it’s half of a lie anyway. It has less to do with the helicopter itself and more to do with the fact that it reminded me of my time in the city with that girl.

      Love.

      That’s what she said her name was.

      I doubt if it was even a real name. I can’t believe I slept with a complete fucking stranger. I wince as all the things that could’ve gone wrong flies through my mind at full speed. The chick is from the cities, she’s in the guard—this is probably a weekly thing for her, fucking random women. So help me, if she gave me anything, I’ll lose my shit.

      If nothing else, I know what barracks she lives in. I think I could find it, at least.

      “Cris?”

      “Huh?”

      “Do I really get more time off than you or Liam did when you were my age?” He sounds ashamed, like it’s some poor reflection of him. But that’s not what it is.

      “Well—”

      “Fuck,” he growls, shaking his head. His shaggy hair falls over his eyes and I nearly laugh, barely resisting the urge to brush it out of his face before I start walking away again. “I’m not just a kid. I’m not a burden.”

      “Of course, you’re not a burden.” My eyes roll into the back of my head as I try to figure out how to word this in a way he can understand. “When I was born, I was a girl, so things were always going to be different for me. This world expects different things from me than it does you.”

      “Yah, but even Liam?”

      “You’re her last baby,” I shrug. “She wants to do it as right as she can, you know?”

      “How did she know I was her last?” he asks, and for the first time, I realize no one probably told him.

      “When you were born, Ma got really sick. We nearly lost her. They had to take out her uterus to save her, so—”

      “Fuck.”

      “Language!” My hand snakes out and slaps him in the chest before I even think twice of it.

      “That’s—”

      “Not your fault. That’s what it is. It’s just a part of life, kid.” I shrug. It really is that simple. “But that’s why she babies you a little more than us. She knows she isn’t getting another shot at this mom thing and she wants to tick off her boxes, I think.”

      “That’s not how this works,” he groans. “We’re a family. We have to work together. If I’m a weak link, then I need to be better—”

      “You’re a fucking kid. You’re not even a teenager yet, Connor. Let her baby you as long as she wants. Trust me, you should be enjoying it while it lasts.” And that is also true. Because one day, things will be different. One day, Ma and Da will be gone, and it will be just us kids on the farm, taking care of the property.

      I’m not ready for that. I know I’m not. Liam . . . well, he holds things a little closer to the vest than the rest of us, but he’s a lot like Da in that way. He’s the one they worry about the most.

      He’s got Ma’s temper and Da’s quiet nature—and he’s a guy.

      It’s a bad combination to have in the NRA.

      “I just don’t want to be the reason anything bad happens.”

      “Nothing bad is going to happen,” I lie. Another lie. I’m not good at it, and if he paid half attention, he’d know it for the bullshit it is. I can’t guarantee nothing bad will ever happen here. I have no control over that.

      All I can really promise is that we’ll have each other as long as we’re breathing, but that’s a little too morbid to drop on a twelve year-old.

      “How can you know that?”

      “Because, I need you to be around so I can run you ragged when I’m in charge of this place,” I chuckle.

      “You’re such an as—”

      “Language!” I snap, trying to hide the smile creeping across my face as he skips ahead of me, ignoring everything I told him about not leaving a big trail when moving through the woods.

      It scares off the animals.

      “Ass. Hole.” He throws the words over his shoulder like a taunt before he sprints off into the woods ahead of me, aiming for the tree line. Maybe he will make it before I catch him and whoop his ass.

      I adjust the pack on my shoulder and start dashing after him.

      If he makes it to the buggy before I do, I’ll let him off easy. But he deserves to have some fun. My poor kid brother has so much on his mind, and I don’t even know how to fix all of it. A lot of it just . . . life. There’s nothing I can do except give him this.

      This experience in the woods, learning to take care of himself and his family.

      I can give him this moment to be a kid running from his big sister.
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      I tuck my hair under my cover and narrow my eyes on the papers in my hand. I’ve read the orders a couple hundred times already on my way here. When Pierce told me the news, I knew why it was happening.

      I got reassigned because I opened my fucking mouth about Freestone. There’s nothing else on my record with my unit that would cause this to happen. My heart sinks into my stomach as I think about the baby in Tamara’s. I literally just promised her I’d be there for her—that we are a family.

      And we are. We’re Wards and I’ll always be there for her, if I can. But I can’t control this. This is the guard fucking me over personally. And the thing is, when Pierce told me to keep my mouth shut . . . I did.

      I haven’t said a damn word to anyone else about the nonsense that happened in Freestone’s room. It’s above my pay grade, like Pierce said.

      But this is their warning shot.

      The fact I brought it up to Pierce must have gotten back to Freestone—or someone close to her—for this to be happening. Or maybe one of the others ran their mouth to someone outside of our unit.

      Either way.

      I’m the scapegoat.

      I step away from the transport drop off and drop my hand to my side, the papers still clasped between my fingers as I look at the new sentinel I’m assigned to. This is a satellite sentinel and only houses a few units who patrol the Tribes in the area.

      This is their effort to shut me up and I know it. And I know better than to ignore it. I’m under contract—I don’t have any rights. Anyone in the guard could execute me as long as they have proof I have broken one of the codices. There would be no repercussions if they had said proof—if anyone even asked.

      Guards don’t have rights like a regular citizen of the NRA until they become commissioned officers.

      “I should have listened to Charity,” I groan under my breath as I take a look at the truck behind me over my shoulder. There was no one else riding with me—another piece of proof that this is me being singled out.

      At least Charity had the right idea and got out. She always knew this shit was fucky. I can’t even process how fucked up it is that my entire life has been a waste. I planned on staying in until I commissioned, save my money up before I get out. But now . . . when my contract is up, I’m done.

      I’ll never rank after this, and I know that.

      All of it has been for nothing. I could have gotten out after my first contract, when my conscription was done. I could have left with Charity. We could have been together instead of breaking up as messy as we did.

      I shake my head, chewing on the inside of my cheek as I watch a line of women run past in their sweats. Several look at me from the corner of their eye, but it’s the woman standing just past them, at the edge of the lawn who catches my eye.

      The Master of Arms here is a bitch. I’ve heard about her before, and she no doubt has heard about me if I’ve been dumped into her sentinel as a punishment.

      “Lance Love Ward?” she asks when I finally make it close enough to her to speak. I cross my arms behind my back and nod.

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Follow me, Lance.”

      She doesn’t introduce herself, obviously aware of her reputation. Dena Ward is a legend in the guard, even if everyone calls her a stuck up pinch. I believe every single one of those rumors—there’s no doubt in my mind as I follow the woman in front of me that she will do whatever is necessary to secure her position in the guard, no matter who it fucks over.

      She’s definitely a pinch.

      There’s not a single thing out of regulation about her uniform or her hair. Every single strand is smoothed down with gel beneath her cover and not a single wrinkle in her blouse. Mine always wrinkle in the back when I tuck them in, no matter how well I pull it.

      Fucking hell.

      “I’m the MA here. You heard of me?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Good,” she chuckles as we come around to another driveway. She waves to a building I can tell are barracks. “Quarters are in there. The mess hall is here. The mission of this sentinel is to patrol the Tribes and make sure they are still operating within the law.”

      “What could they—”

      “Don’t fuckin’ question me, kid,” she snaps, and my spine straightens out of pure instinct. It’s easy to see how she made it this far in the guard so young.

      Yep, I believe every single one of those rumors.

      “I don’t know what sort of bullshit Bonita Pierce let you get away with at your last post, but this isn’t your sentinel. This is mine and everyone under my command will obey my orders or they will pay the consequences, do you understand?”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” I answer with a blink.

      Dena nods and continues her explanation of the mission of this sentinel and I follow her as she leads me toward another building, something smaller and far less well-repaired, but much better guarded.

      The armory.

      “There are three units here, the Devils, Vengeance, and the Twisters. You’ll be with the Devils, it’s the only one with an open spot right now.”

      “Open spot?”

      “We run in groups of twelve. The Devils have been down a girl for a bit, they lost someone on a patrol near Old KC.” I cringe when she says the name and she smirks. “Yes, you’ll be patrolling Old KC. Sometimes, we check in on the Christians and make sure they aren’t getting all evangelical on us. But mostly, we just make sure the gangs are staying out of the Tribes and the Tribes don’t try to join up with them.”

      I don’t ask why the Tribes would do such a thing. I know she won’t give me an answer, she’ll just bust me down again for running my mouth when she didn’t ask me a damned thing.

      “So, it’s mostly a peace keeping mission.”

      “Got it,” I murmur, looking at the field ahead of us as a couple trucks pull in. As the dust settles around the trucks, women start jumping out of the side and Dena grins.

      “There’s the Devils now, Ward.”

      My eyes take in all the gore coating their uniforms. They aren’t wearing the usual colors, either. Instead of the olive green with the gold Venus star emblazoned on the back of their uniform, they wear all black with a smaller version of the symbol on their chests.

      Blood and dirt are smeared across their arms and a shudder rolls through my body as I watch them jog to the armory and deposit their weapons.

      “A peace keeping mission,” I repeat the words through the numbness and dread spreading through my chest.

      “Exactly,” Dena smirks, though the smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

      Where the fuck did the Guard send me?
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      I lay the venison down on the table and place my hand on my hip, staring at Kara where she shakes her head.

      “I don’t need any meat, kid.”

      “I’m not a kid,” I remind her, rolling my eyes as I point to the meat. “It’s a good cut, though. I just need some yeast. It’s worth more than that, for sure.”

      “It is, but I don’t need it. Yeast is thirty credits.”

      A huff of air leaves my lips before I can think better of it. There’s nothing I hate more than spending credits, to be honest. They’re for things that can’t be traded for—like our dues or taxes. I don’t like spending them on day to day things like food or household stuff.

      But I don’t have a choice. Kara is the only woman here with yeast today and we need it for bread. Reluctantly, I lay the credits on the table and narrow my eyes on the greedy old witch.

      “Did you hear what happened in the north?”

      I turn toward the worker standing beside me. He isn’t talking to me, but I certainly want to know what happened in the north, too.

      “What’s that?”

      “Jewels from Hannisford stopped in to drop off her dairies and she said she saw nothing but smoke coming from the direction of Armistead.” He shrugs his shoulders, as if dismissing the gossip he’s spreading, and it takes everything in me not to snort.

      “Do you think it was the Christians?” Kara asks as she measures out my yeast.

      “Could have been,” he admits, and I nod, agreeing.

      “They haven’t done anything stupid in a long time,” I murmur, scratching my jaw. “Maybe they’re finally acting up again.”

      “Hopefully not,” Kara snorts. “Those people are crazy as a bag of snakes.”

      I shake my head, swallowing the laugh at the image that summons. “Whatever it is, the Guard will handle it, I’m sure.”

      “Hopefully before they make their way here,” the man sighs.

      “We can defend ourselves if we have to.” I don’t know why I feel the need to make sure he knows we can take care of our own here in Arden. We aren’t a big tribe, but we aren’t pushovers, either. We have quite a few retired Guards here, ourselves.

      “With what, girl?”

      “Mind your tongue, Bradley,” Kara warns as she slides the sack of yeast toward me. “Chaos will cut you from your lip to your lizard bits if you’re not careful. She’s great at carving meat, just look at the venison there on my counter.”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t need to. Everyone in this Tribe already knows who I am and what I’m like when pressed . . . at least, they think they do. During my schooling, I earned myself quite the reputation. When I finished at twelve, I was already known for having a temper.

      Ma never tried to curb it, either, despite Pa’s begging.

      “Well,” Bradley huffs. “I didn’t mean any harm.”

      I nod and grab the small sack and my portions of meat before wandering away from the stall and start my trek toward my dune buggy so I can make my way home. This was all I needed today from the market, at least.

      I should sell the meat, but I don’t feel like staying in town any longer than necessary. I’ll pack it for freezing, instead. There are worse things in this world than having a freezer full of meat.

      As I crank the buggy, the man’s words creep into my mind again. Would we be ready in the event of an attack? We can’t rely on the guard to get here in time if someone were to ride in here looking for trouble. Sure, they patrol the Tribes, but there’s no notable schedule to it. It’s hit and miss completely. Could we defend ourselves from armed Christians?

      People in general are stupid and crazy when they want something, but religious zealots who feel like they’re vindicated in their violence are an entirely different breed of scary.

      All Tribes kids grew up on the stories of the Vera Cruz Massacre in the southwest of the NRA. Supposedly, Christians from a nearby Tribe rode into their town and killed anyone who wouldn’t convert. The Venus Guard eventually caught up to them and executed the guilty parties. It wasn’t long after that that the NRA sectioned off a plot of land specifically for anyone who identifies as Christian, where they can live with their own community and leave everyone else the hell out of it.

      Of course, some people claim the massacre never happened. “Christians are peaceful, if annoying.” But Ma never once told us the stories were fake and I tend to believe her word over anyone else’s.

      She doesn’t lie much—she’s never sugarcoated anything for me or my brothers. If she doesn’t want to tell us the truth, she just doesn’t speak.

      Like about Old Vegas.
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      I throw my pack down on my new bed and take a look at the empty barracks room. A few posters still line the walls where the last girl left them. My fingers drag across the smooth paper—it’s fanart of a popular comic, Venus Girl. What better way for the guard to recruit young girls than to romanticize this life?

      “Hey, rookie,” someone says from the door.

      I turn around slowly, tossing my cover onto the bed beside my bag. The girl standing in my door is short with light brown skin. Her long curly hair is tied back in a low ponytail that poofs out around her shoulders.

      Not regulation.

      “What’s up?” I ask nonchalantly. I’m not new to hazing, but I’m also not in the mood for any bullshit. I don’t even want to be here.

      “I’m Tatiana,” she continues, barging into my room like she owns the fucking place. “You’re a Ward, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      Tatiana nods, walking to the dresser and running her hand down the dark brown wood. “What’d you do to get transferred?”

      “Excuse me?” I ask on a huff, crossing my arms over my chest. She’s not wrong, and I’ve always felt the same way, but how fucking bold can you be?

      “Well,” she purrs, fluffing her ponytail out with her hand. “Winnie told me we were getting a new girl in the Devils, but when I heard you were a Lance, it threw out the possibility that you were a new recruit. So, what’d you do at your last post to get transferred?”

      “Nothing.” My eyes narrow as she smirks at me.

      “Sure,” she snickers. “Come on, let’s introduce you to the rest of the girls.”

      I shake my head and point to my bag. “I have to unpack.”

      “Don’t even bother. We’re heading out tomorrow on another run. We only ever stay here for a couple days between missions.”

      “The fuck?” I hiss. That’s not a healthy rotation. Not by any stretch of the imagination.

      “It’s how the Devils roll, Ward. Get used to it. Come on.”

      Hesitantly, I follow Tatiana out of my room and down the hall to the common area. Women lounge around in their sweats and skivvies, chattering to one another about nothing.

      “Oh, look, it’s the new girl,” someone laughs. “What’s up?”

      I cant my head to the side and shrug. “Not much.” They all seem comfortable with one another, so at least their unit cohesiveness is on point. But that also means it’ll probably take me a while to get a foot in.

      “That’s Hope,” Tatiana nods toward a tall blonde standing at the edge of the sofa. She nods back, but before I can address her, Tatiana has moved on. “This is Natalie, Jessica, and Avery.”

      She rambles through so many names, I can hardly keep up. I’m supposed to remember eleven new women? Internally, I groan and nod my head politely as I’m introduced around the room. But I know I’m never going to remember these girls’ names, not on the first time around.

      “Winnie isn’t in here right now, but—”

      “You know she hates it when you call her that in public,” the red-haired girl laughs.

      In public? Apparently, whoever this Winnie is, is Tatiana’s girlfriend. It’s not really my business, but the way she said it makes it sound like they’re doing something wrong.

      “It’s Ford,” a woman sighs as she steps into the room, towel drying her hair.

      “Winnie!” Tatiana giggles, dashing from my side to go throw an arm around Winnie’s neck. “I was just about to tell new girl all about our LT!”

      “Shhh,” Ford laughs, pulling the arm away from her body. She walks toward me, leaving a pouting Tatiana behind her, and sticks out a hand. “Nice to meet you, kid.”

      “Nice to meet you, LT,” I murmur, trying not to let my shock show. I’m not used to open fraternization among the ranks like this. At the Dallas Sentinel, it would have gotten one of us tossed into the Cellars.

      At the very least, we’d get busted down and separated.

      “The Devils is a little bit . . . different . . . than what you’re used to, I think,” she murmurs, walking slowly away from me. She turns her head over her shoulder, inviting me to walk with her and I oblige. I’m in no position to turn her down. This woman has the power to make the rest of my contract easy or hard.

      I’d prefer it to be easy.

      “How’s that?”

      “We’re closer than most units. Tatiana is my battle, but she’s more than that, and she sucks at hiding it. We get into a lot of shit together out on patrol, we have to really have one another’s backs. So, lines get blurred.” She scratches her head nervously as she waves to a room. “That’s the showers.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “It’s not my business,” I shrug. “Who you’re fucking doesn’t really concern me, LT. I’m more of a ‘keep to myself’ kind of girl, personally.”

      “I like that,” she laughs, meeting my eyes.

      “Good.”

      “But, when we’re out there on patrol, you can’t question my judgement. It could get someone killed. So, don’t let Tati’s familiarity make you too comfortable. I’m still in control of this unit.”

      I shrug again and nod. I don’t doubt it.

      “Alright then,” she murmurs. “We head out again tomorrow, you in shape for the field?”

      “I haven’t been in the field at all, really—”

      “What the fuck,” she hisses. “Okay. You and Tati will be training tonight then.”

      With a sigh, I nod again. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “We’re a physical unit, kid.” I don’t like her use of that word. She’s not that much older than me, and hardly in a position to— “If you can’t keep up, you die. Why do you think there was an open spot on the squad?”

      My throat bobs as that sinks in.

      Ford grins at me, a gesture that doesn’t quite reach her eyes, and nods down the hall. “Go get some rest. I’ll send Tati to get you in a bit, when the girls are done relaxing.”

      The walk to my new room feels heavy. Something about that LT doesn’t sit right with me. Openly dating someone she commands? How the hell is Dena Ward letting her get away with this shit? It’s a penance and a half.

      At least.

      As I fall flat onto my bed, I don’t even bother closing the door. I don’t think that Tatiana chick will knock anyway, she doesn’t seem to have any sense of personal space.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I roll onto my side and come face to face with the narrowed eyes of Tatiana where she bends over beside my bed.

      “Wake up, princess, time to get field-ready.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter dragging a hand down my face as I stand up slowly. A red-haired girl stands by the door, smirking as she watches me pull my boots on.

      “Avery, you got the bags?” Tatiana asks as I stand up to my full height. Something about her demeanor has changed. I’m not sure why, but she seems pissed off.

      “Yeah,” Avery murmurs before heading out the door. She has a green sack tossed over her shoulder, and judging by the clanking inside, there’s weapons in there.

      Tatiana follows her out and I’m close behind her, checking the clock on the wall. It’s fucking 0300. Why did she wait so long to come get me for this training?

      “What time do we leave?”

      “0800.”

      “Fuck,” I groan. “Weren’t we supposed to be training last night? Not this morning?”

      “You got a problem, Ward?”

      “What?” I ask, my eyebrows cinching together as I watch her turn around and glare at me.

      “All I know is, you were running your mouth saying you don’t care who Winnie is fucking. But it’s me. I’m who she’s fucking. So back the fuck off, rookie,” she snarls.

      “I didn’t—” I take a deep breath. I did say that, but not in that context. “I’m not interested in your girl, man. I’m just here to finish out my contract and go about my business. I told her your relationship isn’t any of my business—”

      “Exactly,” Tatiana snaps, looking me up and down before she storms out a side door into the yard. A target has been set up about halfway between the building and the road.

      I don’t point out it’s reckless to be shooting toward the street. The land is flat enough we can see anyone coming in, and who is going to be coming back on the Sentinel at 0300? No one.

      And Tatiana is already pissed.

      “You fucked up,” Avery murmurs as Tatiana jogs toward the targets to arrange them how she wants.

      “I don’t even understand how,” I groan.

      “Tati is a wild one. She’s fucking mental and she loves Ford. I don’t know who it was that overheard y’all’s talk, but you need to make it right. Tati will turn Ford against you—the rest of the unit, too. She’s good at it.”

      “But I don’t fucking want her!” I snap, my nostrils flaring as I try to understand this idiocy.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You ready, rookie?”

      “I’m not a rookie,” I growl, my patience completely gone. “And I don’t want your goddamn girlfriend. So, cut the shit. What do I need to show you I know how to do?”

      Tatiana’s lips part but she closes her mouth and puts her hands on her hips before she finally speaks. “Hit the targets.”

      Avery hands me a rifle from the bag and I check the magazine before clicking the safety off. After I’ve ran through them all, I turn back toward Tatiana and shrug. “What’s next?”

      “Grapple training,” she sneers just before she throws a punch that lands right against my fucking kidney.

      I don’t have time to cuss her out for the lack of warning, and Avery’s laughter only spurs her on. As I dodge a few more sloppy punches from her, it becomes clear that she just wants to beat on me.

      This isn’t grappling.

      This is fucking boxing.

      But I’m not in any position to negotiate. So, instead, I throw all my weight into her waist and slam her down on the ground, pinning her by her wrists as my knees dig into her thighs.

      “You fucking done yet, Corporal?”

      Tatiana manages to get an arm free and quickly finds my hips, pulling me to the side as she rolls on top of me.

      With her arm pressed against my throat, she huffs above me, her eyes glinting with the promise of more violence. “Not quite.”

      “Get off me,” I choke out, throwing my upper body weight upward to dislodge her hold. As I roll away from her, I jump to my feet and press against my sore throat. Choke holds aren’t sanctioned for training; they’re dangerous. What the fuck is wrong with this girl?

      “I’d run if I were you,” Avery laughs.

      “I don’t have any beef with—” the moment I was distracted by Avery’s comment was enough for Tatiana to land a punch against the back of my head. I sway on my feet, rubbing my scalp as colors blur around me.

      When I hit the ground, I blink my eyes over and over until Tatiana’s face comes into view. “She’ll probably survive the field, if I don’t end up smoking her ass, first.”

      “Yeah,” Avery sighs and something tugs on my hand. “Come on, rookie. We got to get you cleaned up and ready for transport. Your first mission in the Tribes isn’t something you want to miss.”

      Something wet hits my cheek, but I’m too stunned to know for sure what it was. I don’t want to dwell on it too long, because if I know for a fact that Tatiana just spat on me, I’ll have to retaliate.

      And that seems . . .

      Futile.
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      I adjust the strap on my weapon and tuck my hair under my cover as I watch the girls around me flip their safeties off. They look like they’re about to go to war, but we are supposed to be doing a walkthrough of a Tribe.

      I think this place is called Edgewater or Clearwater, but I can’t be sure. It’s not like the names of the Tribes really matter. I just have to know where they are so I can get there if I’m ordered to, and they’re all marked on the maps.

      “You good, Ward?” Lieutenant Ford’s voice grates on my ears and I nod in response without looking up.

      With one last pat on my supply pack, I fall in line beside the rest of the Devils and take a look at the Tribe around us. We parked the trucks in the middle of what looks to be their Main Street.

      It’s like being transported back in time, for me. I’ve never been to the Tribes before. If I stand in the middle of the street, I can see between the buildings peek at the open farmland that rolls beyond them. There are a few shops that seem to be open in the middle of the small town. We passed several homesteads on our way in and I can’t imagine how these people live like this every day.

      There’s nothing here.

      No real stores, just small shops. Judging by the nearly empty ‘downtown’, there’s not many people living here at all.

      But it does remind me of the books I used to read in the Ward Home, I realize, as my eyes trace over the brick and stone buildings, the intricate little signs hanging above them that probably predate the first collapse. The letters have been painted over but the wood and metal signs themselves are practically ancient.

      I can picture a quiet, quaint little town where a baker and a detective fall in love as they try to solve the murder of the mayor’s wife.

      “Ward,” someone calls out behind me.

      I turn to find Tatiana glaring at me with her arms crossed over her chest. She’s only a Corporal—just one rank above me—but I have a feeling her and Ford are in some sort of relationship, based on how she thinks she can boss everyone around when she backs up the LT.

      And the LT is rough. In my opinion, Ford puts Dena to shame. She looks like she’s done shit . . . I just hope it wasn’t in this unit. I want to bide my time quietly and get out without making any more trouble for myself with the guard.

      And I definitely don’t want to cross Winnie Ford. That woman looks like a menace.

      “We’re moving out to do our sweep. You coming? Or you just going to stare at the scenery all fucking day?”

      “I’m coming,” I grind out between clenched teeth. This unit is going to be the fucking death of me.

      And maybe that’s the point.

      Maybe I was assigned to this unit to give the NRA and excuse to dispose of me quietly. I wouldn’t put it past Ford or Dena to put down a guard for getting out of line.

      In fact, I’m sure they’ve done it.

      Recently.

      “They’re down a girl in the Devils.” Yeah, I bet.

      Thankfully, Tatiana doesn’t run her mouth anymore—she just snorts and jogs ahead to walk beside Ford. I fall in line beside the tall one and follow the rest of the unit down a path that clearly used to be a road.

      “Doesn’t look like there’s much vehicle passage here,” I mutter.

      “Boonies can’t afford transport,” Jade snickers and I cringe. I don’t disagree with her, but disrespecting the Tribes while you’re in the Tribes hits different than doing it in the city. It’s like calling someone out in their own home. You just don’t.

      “Weapons check,” Ford calls from the front of the group and everyone stops to inspect their weapons.

      “For what?” I scoff.

      “This Tribe was reported to be harboring some Rattlers. I know it might sound crazy to you, Lance, but if we run across gang members, they usually shoot first and ask questions later.”

      I narrow my eyes on the older woman, my lips parting with my rebuttal, but someone clears their throat beside me, and I swallow the argument. Be quiet. Get out of the guard in one piece, I remind myself silently.

      Crops rise up around us on either side of the path. Shivers run across the back of my neck as I peer into the tall stalks, wondering if there’s anyone in there. I read about a serial killer like that once—there were groups of people in the Tribes, living in large fields of gencorn, killing passersby for trespassing on their property.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, jogging a few steps to keep up with the rest of the group.

      “What’s wrong?” the tall woman asks me quietly, peering over my head into the field.

      “It’s just creepy.” I hate admitting it to her. I can’t even remember her name, but she doesn’t mock me at least. Instead, she just nods.

      “Yeah, I fucking hate the Tribes, man.”

      “Shitty unit to be in, then,” Tatiana calls over her shoulder.

      “Stupid—”

      “Shut up,” the tall girl warns me under her breath. My teeth clack shut as we continue through the dirt and I find myself looking at her uniform for a name tag. Of course, the Devils don’t wear them. Everything about this unit is wrong.

      “Yeah,” I mumble. She’s right. I don’t want those problems. “What’s your name again?”

      “Hope.”

      “Ward?” I have a good feeling she is. Not many people name their children such trite names anymore, but the Ward Homes cycle through the same names over and over—there are just too many orphans.

      At least they have a trend.

      “Yep.”

      I nod, watching Tatiana’s back as we trudge further and further down the path. I know why we didn’t bring the trucks—it’s easier to notice anything amiss while on foot—but it still seems like a waste of time to me.

      This tiny ass Tribe isn’t harboring any Rattlers.

      I doubt they’ve ever set foot in this place.

      In the distance, a farmhouse comes into view and Ford calls over her shoulder, “That’ll be our first stop.”

      “Check.”

      “Check.”

      “Check,” I murmur quietly.

      A dog bounces in the dirt ahead of us, its tail wagging over its head as it playfully barks, announcing our arrival to the two women on the porch. It’s cute for a pest, its golden fur shining in the too-bright sunlight.

      I watch as the rest of the Devils’ posture changes. The closer we get to that porch, the more on guard they seem to become. Eventually, I can make out the faces of the two women watching us.

      “What can we do for you ladies?” It’s the tall one who speaks first, her arm wrapped possessively around her lover as she looks each of us over.

      My eyes fall to the tractor that’s half torn apart in the yard, only a few meters away from where we stand.

      “We’re just doing some patrolling,” Ford replies, gesturing to the property around us. “You the owners?”

      “Yes,” the woman answers carefully. “I’m the owner, Jessica Green.”

      “And this is—”

      “My wife, Anica Green.”

      Ford nods and paces ahead of us for a moment, surveying the yard. “Have you noticed anything strange lately?”

      “Strange? Like what?”

      “There’s been some reports of gang activity in the area. We are just patrolling to make sure everything is okay out here.”

      Jessica looks to Anica and shakes her head. “We haven’t heard anything like that.” She shrugs her shoulder and tightens her grip around her wife’s waist. “No one in town has said anything, either.”

      “Well, that’s strange, isn’t it, LT?” Tatiana asks, scratching her head beneath her cover.

      “It is a bit strange.”

      “You all are welcome to take a look around,” Anica adds helpfully, waving to the property behind them. “Not much to see, though. We already hauled in most of the fields for the season.”

      “And who helps you with that?”

      “It’s just us and the tractor,” Jessica says quickly. “We can’t afford any workers, but we scrounged up enough for that damned machine a few years back.”

      “Hmm,” Ford murmurs, looking at the tractor where it lays in pieces in the yard. “The New Republic of America has been informed this land has been used to harbor and supply the Rattlers. As you know, they are listed as enemies of the NRA.”

      “But we haven’t—” the wife begins, her dark brown hair falling in her face as she pulls away from Jessica.

      “Shut up, Anica.”

      “But we haven’t done anything like that,” she screeches, narrowing her eyes on Ford as she continues.

      “We’re here to remove you from the property and secure the land on behalf of the state until further investigation can be done.” Ford’s tone is cold, and though she doesn’t make any direct threats, I can hear the warning in her voice.

      My heart pounds in my ears as the words slowly begin to register. Remove. Secure. Investigation. We haven’t found anything that suggests the reports of gang activity here were true—if there ever were any reports.

      “Remove us? From our own land?” It’s Jessica who speaks this time, her blonde hair pulled tight in a bun above her head.

      Ford nods her head and pulls some papers from her vest, flashing them. I know the women can’t read them from this far, not that she gives them long enough to even try. “It’s all in the orders.”

      “That’s fucking bullshit and you know it,” Jessica spits the words with all the fury I know she must be feeling.

      “Alright then,” Ford sighs. “Devils.”

      Without any further indication, several women move up the stairs and grab the property owners by their arms, dragging them down the stairs. Jessica Green is tall, though—and strong, apparently.

      A low growl behind me has me turning around to face the playful dog that greeted us on our way into the yard. It side-steps, its lips pulled back over sharp teeth.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, training my weapon on it. “Stay back, little one.”

      “Just shoot it,” Hope snaps and I deadpan at her.

      “Fuck? No. Why would I—”

      The sound of skin on skin drags my attention back toward the women being pulled down the steps. Jessica slams her fist into Tatiana’s jaw and pulls a weapon from her waist as her wife is shoved onto the ground in front of her.

      “Jess—”

      The sound of a gunshot cracks the air, and everyone goes still. The woman places a hand over her stomach, her eyes going wide as blood seeps through her shirt and fingers. “Anica, run,” she mutters as she stumbles down the stairs.

      A low, growling whine goes up behind me, but I don’t turn to look at the dog this time. I can’t drag my eyes away from the woman falling to the ground, leaking her blood all over the dirt.

      “Jessica!” the brunette screams from the ground as she rushes to her feet. She takes one long look at her dying wife, and turns toward the LT, her lip curled back in a feral snarl. “I’ll fucking kill you for this,” she growls.

      She bends to grab the gun from her wife’s fingers, but Ford kicks her. The tiny woman doesn’t go down without a fight, though. Before the LT can get her on the ground, Anica Green cracks her across the jaw. Spit flies from her lips into her face.

      “Fuck you, city trash,” she growls.

      Ford wipes her mouth, glances down at the blood on her hand, and slams the butt of her weapon into the woman’s head. As she falls backward, obviously dazed, grabbing her temples, Tatiana tucks the small handgun from the ground into her own waistband.

      “Lance Ward,” Ford snaps.

      “Yes Ma’am,” I mutter, stepping forward. My eyes are still glued to the women on the ground, to the blood coating everything. Jessica Green stares at me as the light dies in her eyes and I barely choke down the bile in my stomach.

      This is so wrong.

      “Execute this traitor.”

      “But, LT, there’s—”

      Ford pulls my weapon where it hangs from the strap and shoves it into my hand. “A traitor is going to die today. It can be this boonie who assaulted a member of the Venus Guard, or it can be a lowly Lance who didn’t follow orders. The choice is yours.”

      I swallow hard, glancing from Ford’s hard brown eyes down to the gun in my hands. She steps back and motions for me to approach Anica Green.

      Anica Green.

      Anica Green.

      Anica Green.

      I know I’ll never forget the name.

      My hands shake as I take a step forward, my mind reeling as I try to find some way out of this. I don’t want to kill this woman. This isn’t what I signed up for.

      I should have left when Charity did.

      I should have minded my own business in Dallas.

      I should have done so many things that would have never brought me into this fucked up unit.

      But I know, without a doubt, if I don’t follow the order, Ford will kill me. Or maybe she will let her little pet Tatiana do it—I’m pretty sure she’d love the chance the kill me, though I’m not sure why.

      I’m too new for her to have a good reason to hate me, but here we are. And she definitely does.

      My stomach rolls as I take another step toward the kneeling woman.

      “Please, don’t do this,” she sobs, looking past me to Ford. She knows I’m not the one in control. At least she isn’t begging me.

      I don’t think I could handle that.

      “Hurry the fuck up, Lance. I don’t have all day.” Ford’s voice is cold and cruel in my ears and I shudder as I raise my weapon. Anica looks to me, then, her eyes brimming with tears.

      “Please, don’t—”

      “Fucking do it, already!” Tatiana taunts.

      The tip of the gun trembles as I try to steady my aim. It’d be nearly impossible to miss at this range, but I can’t . . . I just can’t. I’m not a murderer.

      “I can’t.”

      “You will,” Ford snaps, taking a step up beside me. She steadies my gun, aiming it directly at Anica’s forehead. “Fucking do it. Because if I discharge my weapon, the bullet ain’t going in her, kid.”

      I swallow hard, squeezing my eyes shut.

      When I open my eyes, Anica Green stares at me, her big green eyes round and full of tears. Dirt and blood smear across her cheek as she shakes her head.

      My pulse pounds in my ears as my finger slips along the worn metal of my weapon toward the trigger.

      I have to.

      I have to.

      I don’t want to die.

      I swallow the bile rising in my throat, resisting the urge to close my eyes. I owe it to her not to look away. I owe it to the memory of the woman I’m about to kill to accept the guilt that comes with her death.

      Her murder.

      The murder I’m committing.

      The shots go off, echoing in rapid succession. My finger is stuck on the trigger for a moment longer than necessary. Numbness creeps up my fingertips, into my arms and spreads into my chest until I can no longer control whatever muscle was keeping me from puking.

      The weapon is ripped from my hand—by who, I don’t know.

      My fingertips dig into my thighs as I lurch forward, my stomach emptying itself onto the ground. Blood wells up near the edge of the pile and a fresh round of sick spews from my lips.

      I killed her.

      “Get your shit together,” Ford snaps, clapping me on the back.

      I shake my head, wiping at the corner of my mouth as I stand back up. I can’t look away from the blood, from the body.

      Anica Green.

      I didn’t kill Jessica Green. But Anica Green will weigh on my conscience until the day I die.

      I have to get out of this goddamn unit.

      I’d tell Dena but I know she already knows what is happening out here. I knew when the Devils pulled up covered in blood as she introduced me to the sentinel.

      “Move, Lance,” Tatiana growls and I wrench my head to the side, way from the sight of the slender woman dead on the ground. I can’t believe—

      “First time?” Hope asks beside me as I trudge along beside her, following our unit back down the path we came.

      “We never even searched the property,” I mumble through the numb.

      “It gets easier,” she promises.

      I don’t want it to get easier.

      I want to shake my head, to disagree, to call this entire group of murderous cunts out for what they are . . . but I don’t want to be the next body on the ground. As much as I want to be the hero, to do the right thing, I can’t justify dying for it. My stomach turns again as we walk past the field of vegetable stalks again.

      This time, I don’t worry about anyone peering out at us from the field.

      This time, I don’t care if someone is waiting to jump us on the other side of that oversized grass.

      Before I know it, we’re back in middle of the town.

      Gun shots.

      I hold my weapon and stand there, staring as Ford guns down a man in the middle of the street. It’s absolute fucking anarchy.

      Screams.

      Somehow, I make my way to the truck and grip the door handle before my stomach twists itself, forcing me to throw up again.

      I’m not sure how long I stand there, gripping the handle. It must have been quite a while because when someone finally speaks to me, it’s Tatiana.

      “Here, get these kids in the back of the truck.”

      “Kids?”

      “Do what you’re told, waste of space fucking rookie.” She rolls her eyes and shoves two kids toward me, one boy and one girl. I force my lips up into a smile before I kneel down to them.

      “Are you going to take us to our mommy?”

      My heart squeezes in my chest, but I nod my head with the only lie I can think of. “Yah, kid. I’m going to take you to your mommy.”

      Wards. They’ll both be Wards by the time this is all said and done. I know that much. The Devils are out here making more orphans for the Guard, apparently.

      I don’t know why they’re clearing this Tribe.

      I don’t know why the NRA wants this land.

      But I can’t do this.

      I shake my head and lift them into the truck one at a time. I’ll figure out a way out of this, I promise myself. I just have to make it that far.

      I swallow hard as the little boy clings to his older sister—she might be two years older than him, if that.

      Anica Green.

      Anica Green.

      Anica Green.

      I killed Anica Green.
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      As I walk into the musty office, I slip my hands into my back pockets. There’s someone standing at the desk, talking to Maria. She’s the oldest person in Arden and sassier than the rest of us, too.

      “I’ll give you an extension, but if you don’t catch it up, we’ll have to cut your power, Tanya.”

      “Thanks, Maria,” Tanya murmurs, glancing over her shoulder at me. My cheeks flush and I look down at the ground, a nervous yet polite smile pulling at my lips. I didn’t mean to overhear all that.

      I just need to talk to Maria.

      “Alright, go on,” Maria sighs, shooing Tanya away.

      Tanya nods to me as she walks by, her fingers clenched in the sides of her too-big pants. It seems like beef hasn’t been as big of a seller as usual. I’m not surprised Vanessa’s mom doesn’t want to stop and chit-chat with me.

      I’m sure Vanessa has already told her all about our latest breakup. And her moms have never cared for me. I’ll never forget Tanya telling Vanessa she can do better . . . she isn’t wrong.

      Vanessa can do better. I want her to.

      “What can I do for you, Cris?”

      “I need to pay the Coleman dues,” I sigh, sauntering up toward the desk where the frail old woman sits. She leans back in her chair and raises an eyebrow, sifting through a stack of papers.

      “Your Ma know you’re here?”

      “Do you care who pays the bills all of a sudden?” I roll my eyes at the dumb question. Of course, she doesn’t know where I am. It doesn’t matter, though.

      “Now, you know she will have a fit if she finds out you paid these with your own credits.”

      “So, don’t tell her.”

      “She’ll be in here to pay them, eventually,” she groans, dragging a hand through her white hair. Maria has earned her right to be impatient. She’s old enough to be my grandmother, but not many of us live to reach that age anymore. Between the flus that tear through the cities every year and the pox that pops up in the Tribes, humanity on this continent has become smaller and smaller with each generation.

      “Then lie to her,” I shrug. “Tell her some credit came from the guard to help veterans. I don’t care what you tell her, Maria. You’re old enough to know how to handle this—”

      “Who the fuck are you talking to, Cristiana?”

      I wince at the use of my full name but brush it off as quickly as I can. “You, lady. You know damn well you’re going to take my credits, just like you did last time. So, can we cut through the bullshit and get to it?”

      Maria laces her fingers together under chin and laughs, nodding. “It’s five hundred credits for the year.”

      “That’s higher than last year.”

      “Inflation’s a bitch.”

      My teeth sink into the side of my cheek as I lay the credits on the desk and wait for her to mark my family’s name from the ledger.

      “You’re a good daughter, Cris.”

      “So I’m told,” I mutter, crossing my arms as I wait for the receipt.

      Maria drags her pen through the name Coleman and then begins sprawling a handwritten receipt for me. I hide them in my room, under my mattress. She’s right, Ma would flip her entire shit if she knew I was paying the dues, but she hasn’t caught me yet.

      Maybe she knows—she isn’t dumb—but she’s never had proof and she’s never said anything.

      “Here.” Maria slides the piece of yellow paper across the desk and I snatch it up, marching toward the door.

      “Stay out of trouble, Chaos.”

      I roll my eyes at the familiar nickname. I earned it as a child, and no one in this Tribe will ever let me forget it.

      As I walk through the doors and out onto the street, my eyes fall on a familiar figure where he stands talking to another local farmhand.

      “What are you doing?” I ask as I sidle up next to my little brother, Liam. He’s grown now, honestly, but I’ll always think of him as my little brother—even if he towers over me at over six foot tall.

      “Mind your business,” he hisses quietly before returning his attention to the man in front of us. I cross my arms over my chest and listen to him negotiate with the guy. I don’t know his name, but I know he works in the chicken houses.

      “Five hundred credits, bud,” the man says, stroking his beard. My eyes go wide as I look from him to Liam. That’s a lot of money.

      “For this piece of shit?” he asks, pointing to the car the man is leaning against. It’s not in too bad of shape, considering civilian cars haven’t been manufactured for generations. The door looks like it’s been welded with some sort of scrap metal, and the hole in the roof is covered with tarp but the thing runs—I’ve seen him drive it around.

      “What do you need a car for?” I ask, glancing around the guys and into the vehicle. “You never go anywhere.” The interior is busted up . . . ripped seats, a rust hole in the passenger floorboard, and there’s all sorts of trash in the backseat from the smell of it.

      “Fine, five hundred,” he groans, stepping further away from me. Apparently, I interrupted his negotiating.

      I watch with narrowed eyes as he hands the credits to the guy and takes the keys. “If it breaks down on me, I’m coming for your ass, Mitchell.”

      Mitchell. So, that’s his name.

      “It’s not going to break down, you whiney little—”

      I clear my throat and meet Mitchell’s eyes with a smile. He swallows hard and nods his head, recognizing my presence. What kind of idiot would talk about my little brother like that in front of me? He is a whiney little shit, but I’ll be damned if some bitch—who isn’t me—is going to call him that.

      “It’ll be fine,” he mutters, pocketing the cash before he starts the long walk home.

      “What the fuck do you need a car for?” I ask Liam again as he starts piling into the car. He shrugs his shoulders as he slips his hands over the dash and around the steering wheel. Next, he fondles the gear shift.

      “Nothing, man. I just wanted it,” he finally answers.

      “Five hundred credits? And you just wanted it? That’s property tax and dues and—”

      “And not your business, Cris.”

      “The fuck you mean it isn’t my business?” I snap, laying my hand on the hood of the car as I bend down to meet his eyes. “We’re a family.”

      “Sure,” he mutters, twisting the key in the ignition until the car rumbles to life. “What are you about to do?”

      I step away from the vehicle as he closes the door and then lean down against the open window, wondering if it even closes. “I have to go check my snares. Are you sure everything is good with you?” Liam is quiet and keeps to himself more than me or Connor, but he doesn’t usually do anything reckless. Five hundred credits is a lot of money.

      “Yeah, everything is fine,” he mutters, raking a hand through his blonde hair. It’s shorter than I like, but he never listens to me. I study his bright blue eyes for a moment and then shrug. He’ll tell me eventually. I just hope he isn’t up to anything dumb.

      I’ll find out when I get home tonight, for sure. Because Ma is definitely going to ask him about this new car. I can’t wait to hear her screech when she hears how much it cost. I wonder how long it took him to save that many credits. He doesn’t make much working around the farm—just as much as the rest of the help. At least Ma pays him. Some families don’t pay their kids at all, but she’s more fair than that.

      “See you at the house later.” I turn around and head for my dune buggy—that I actually need, because I run all over the property hunting meat for our fucking family. My eyes narrow on the little rust trap and I groan.

      “Okay, maybe I’m jealous.”

      A little bit.

      His car actually has doors. The fuck? But, I suppose it wouldn’t really help me with what I need a vehicle for. I have to go over all kinds of terrain, and that rust bucket he just bought would fall to pieces the first hard bump I hit.

      I pat the dash of my little buggy and smirk. This works just fine for me, and no one has to scream about how much I spent on it.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes go wide as I walk to the trap in the middle of the woods. There are tracks everywhere—bear tracks. I can only hope. That pelt will sell for a pretty price in the city after I fix it. I don’t want to jinx it though, so I make my way quietly toward the trap.

      My heart pounds in my ears as I get closer to a large form slumped over the metal. There’s no smell, so if it’s dead, it hasn’t been long . . .

      A low growl that ends on a high-pitched whine goes up on the air around me and I freeze as the bear tries to pull its leg from the trap.

      Carefully, I pull my crossbow from my back and line up my shot. I’m not going to waste a bullet on an animal that’s already trapped. That’s stupid, ammunition is expensive and a bitch to re-shell on your own. For a moment, the bear looks at me with eyes that see too much. It stops struggling against the trap for a moment, its dark nose sniffing the air as it looks at me.

      It knows it’s going to die.

      I’ve never been more thankful for the crossbow—I’m not sure I’d have enough force to penetrate a bear skull even with these reinforced bolts if I was using an old school bow.

      I pull the trigger as I exhale, nearly shaking. I’ve been trying to bag this bear for weeks now. It needs to be put down, and it may as well feed my family and line my pockets.

      As the bear grunts and falls over, the sound of bone snapping as it hits the ground sends a shudder down my spine. Carefully, I inch closer, loading another bolt, just in case.

      A piece of bone juts through the dark brown and black fur where its leg broke as it fell to the ground. I shudder, prodding the animal with the edge of my crossbow to make sure it’s dead.

      Then I get to work.
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        * * *

      

      When I put the buggy in park outside the house, I lean back against the head rest and blow out a sigh. My back is sore, my arms are sore—hell, my legs are sore. You’d think I never exercise, as much pain as I’m in, but that was a lot of meat to haul.

      It was easier to carve the damn thing up in the woods, so that’s what I did. And then I had to make four trips to the buggy. Each trip to the buggy was slow and each trip back was full speed running, praying no coydogs had caught the scent of a fresh kill.

      I lean over into the back and grab the first bundle of meat and head into the house. As soon as the door opens, I can tell there’s something wrong. Da’s hands are clasped in front of his face, his shoulders tense. Connor sits stock still, his back straight as he looks between Ma and Liam.

      She must have already blown up about the car.

      But, I still have meat to bring in. Quickly, I load the first bundle into the freezer and motion for Connor to help me get the rest out. The sound of the chair screeching across the dining room floor grates on my ears.

      “What’s going on?” I ask as he follows me to the car. Connor just shakes his head and loads two piles of meat into my arms before grabbing one pile for himself and throwing the pelt over it.

      “You’ll see,” he whispers. “This stinks.” His nose scrunches up and he shakes his head as he cringes.

      “What?”

      “The fur.”

      “Well, I need to wash it. And you know . . . blood.”

      I nearly laugh when he shudders, but we make our way back into the house and manage to put the meat in the freezer.

      “Lay the fur on the sink, I need to rinse it.”

      “Wash up,” Ma snaps.

      “I need to—”

      “Wash up.” Her tone doesn’t leave any room for negotiation, so I turn back into the kitchen to find Connor washing his hands, carefully avoiding the fur. When he’s done, I lather my hands up in the sink and wash them, careful to get all the grit beneath my fingernails before I turn off the water and head back toward the dining room table.

      “What did I miss?” I ask carefully as I take a seat. The serving plates are mostly empty already, but that’s nothing new. I was late getting in, so I’ll have to deal with what’s left. Luckily, I don’t need as much food as my brothers.

      I swear, they could eat an entire cow.

      “Dinner. And your fool brother saying he’s leaving,” Ma growls as she crosses her arms over her chest.

      Slowly, I turn toward Liam where he sits slouched in the chair on the other side of the table. He isn’t denying it. That’s why he bought the car. Why in the hell would he be leaving Arden?

      “Whew,” I whistle.

      “Leaving,” Ma snorts. “Stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Well—”

      “He bought a car and wants to leave the Tribe!” Ma slams her hands down on the table and shakes her head. “He’s gonna get himself killed.”

      “Ma,” I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down, Cris. He’s never even been to the city and he wants to go—I don’t even know what he wants to do there.”

      “Because you haven’t asked,” Liam snaps. “Maybe I don’t want to live in a tiny Tribe and work on a farm my entire life, Ma. I’m not some farmhand.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with being a farmhand,” Da sighs. “It’s good, honest work, and it’s safe, son.”

      “I don’t want your life,” Liam whispers.

      “Daniel,” Ma sighs, pressing her fingers to her temples. “Talk some sense into him.”

      “We can’t force you to stay,” Da answers carefully, hazarding a glance toward Ma. He’s right, no one can make him stay. He’s a free man, and he’s never been penanced, he can do what he wants. He’s grown now. “But it’s not safe outside the Tribes.”

      “How do I know that? You’ve never even let me go to Dallas to sell the harvest,” Liam groans, pushing away from the table.

      “Sit down and talk to me with some respect, boy.” Ma’s eyes go hard as she watches Liam stand to his full height.

      I glance to Connor, but we’re both holding our breath, wondering what’s going to happen. Liam isn’t stupid enough to get into it with her—I hope—she may be small, but she’d whoop his ass and not blink an eye.

      “I want to live my own damn life. I want to get out of Arden and see some of this world before I die. All I’ve ever known is this farm and this tiny little town,” Liam murmurs, meeting our mother’s eyes with equal parts confidence and fear. “I’m leaving, with or without your blessing.”

      “Like hell, I’ll—”

      “April, you can’t keep him here,” Da murmurs, cutting her off.

      Red creeps across Ma’s face as she turns toward her husband. I’ve never seen her look so mad, and I’ve pissed her off more than anyone else in this family. Easily.

      “I’ll do whatever I damn well please. This is my land, he’s my son, and he’s staying.”

      “So, you’d keep me like some kind of fucking animal?”

      “Ain’t that what you are?”

      Even as the words leave her mouth, Ma’s eyes widen. Liam laughs—a hollow sound—before he slams the chair away from him and marches to his room.

      “Fuck,” I whisper.

      “I didn’t—”

      “April, you don’t want him to leave on bad terms like this. If he’s really leaving, it’s going to eat at you for a long time.”

      Ma shakes her head, her lip trembling. For a moment, I wonder if she’s going to cry, but the sound of dresser drawers slamming down the hall make me wince.

      She shouldn’t have called him that. The boys aren’t animals. I can’t speak for men anywhere else in the world, but the ones here aren’t so bad. Da and my brothers aren’t bad.

      They aren’t animals.

      Wild or otherwise.

      The table falls into an uneasy silence as the sounds of Liam packing all his things ring throughout the house. Finally, he emerges from the hallway, casting one last glance at the table before he storms out the door.

      “Goddamnit,” I mutter, pushing away from the table.

      “Where are you going?” Ma asks, her cheeks still red with anger.

      “To tell my brother goodbye,” I snap back. I rush across the kitchen and out into the yard to find him throwing his things haphazardly into the back seat of his new car.

      Without a word, I walk up behind him and wrap my arms around his waist. Liam is a lot like Da—quiet, reserved—but he’s bullheaded like Ma and me. And I guess this is what that clash looks like.

      “Please be careful,” I murmur, squeezing him tight. He goes still and turns around, wrapping his arms around me.

      “I will.”

      “She’s not wrong, it’s dangerous out there—”

      “I know,” he sighs. “But I have to go.”

      “I know,” I murmur, stepping back from him. As he loads the rest of his things into the car, I pull one of my knives from my boot and hold it out to him, handle first. “Take this. I doubt you even know how to use it properly, but at least you’ll have something to remind you of home—and a way to protect yourself.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he laughs, tossing the knife into the car onto the passenger seat. “I promise.”

      “If I never see you again, I’ll be pissed.”

      “I’ll send a letter or something when I’m settled. I promise.”

      I just nod and push him one last time, before stepping back. Liam nods and bends to get in the car. I pretend not to notice the way he looks at the house. I pretend not to notice the tears brimming in his eyes as he starts the engine and drives away.

      I watch until his car disappears around the trees and then I slowly turn back toward the house, my fingers in the beltloops of my jeans. When I get back to the table, everyone is quiet.

      Connor cuts into his food slowly, looking around the table as if he’s scared to speak. “Will we ever see him again?” It’s not lost on me that Connor doesn’t seem surprised. I wonder if he knew . . . I wonder if Liam told him beforehand, if he already said goodbye. It seems out of character that Connor didn’t run out with me to send him off.

      There’s a hole in my heart as I try to think of the words to answer his question. I’ve never even thought about the boys leaving. People don’t just leave Arden. We’re born here and we die here. Every once in a while, property will go up for sale because someone couldn’t pay their taxes or the didn’t have any children to take care of it after they die. But this place is for life, really.

      “Of course, we—” I begin, but Ma interrupts me.

      “He’s going to get himself killed.”

      “Ma, just fucking stop it.”

      “Don’t talk to me like that or you can leave, too, for all I care,” she growls, shoving her plate into the middle of the table. I nod my head slowly, taking a bite of greens.

      “That what you want?” It’s hard not to let my body tense, but I refuse to give her a reaction.

      “Apparently, it’s all too easy for you kids to leave me,” Ma mutters, shoving a hand into her hair. Her lip trembles as she continues, “No matter how hard I’ve tried to build you a good life here.”

      Da reaches across the table and grabs her other hand, squeezing it. “It’s okay.” He’s a good husband. He knows her moods, knows her ways. She’s tough as nails but she’s still got a heart in there, somewhere. And today, it got hurt. One of her babies left and she let it happen on horrible terms.

      “You want to leave, too?” she asks me, shoving his hand away. The tears are openly flowing down her cheeks now, but I refuse to give in to the urge to fix it.

      “I don’t want to. But if you push me away, I will. Is that what you want?”

      Everyone sits there for a second in a tense silence as Ma stares me down. Her eyes never falter from mine, her expression never changes. It’s not in her way to show weakness. I’m not sure why she thinks she has to be so tough around us, we’re her family. It’s probably left over from her time before she came here to Arden.

      “No,” she finally answers as she stands up from the table. She doesn’t grab her empty plate or the dirty glass beside it. I nod my head as she makes her way down the hall, out of sight.

      I’m not surprised when I hear a door slam. She’s hurting and pissed . . . she has to let it out somehow, I guess. My eyes slide back to my youngest brother and I nod my head slowly.

      “We will see him again,” I promise Connor. Because he’s a kid, and he deserves to hear that lie.
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      I wipe down the traps in the back of my dune buggy and throw the dirty rag down onto the floorboard. The blood stains never come out, no matter how well I launder the things, but I suppose it doesn’t matter, since that’s all I use these rags for, anyway.

      Looking at the two does that stumbled into my snares, I glance toward the few people out and about in the square today. It’s not market day, but people still wander around town after they’re done with their work, out of boredom, I guess.

      We have plenty of meat in the freezer now. That bear will feed us for a while, so I don’t need to keep the does. I already skinned them so I can use the skins to fix some stuff around the house that needs mending, but I don’t need any more venison at home.

      Maybe someone in town will want to buy them. It can’t hurt to try and offload it.

      I get to work cleaning the meat in the back of the buggy, waiting for someone to approach me. It’s better to look uninterested when you want to sell something. If they know you want to get rid of it, you’re already at a disadvantage in the negotiations.

      Ma taught me that.

      I’m only halfway through the second carcass when someone clears their throat behind me.

      “What ya’ got there?”

      I turn around slowly and wipe the knife on my pants with a smirk. “Does I caught in the woods today.”

      “Two of ‘em?”

      “Yeah.”

      The man peeks around my shoulder at the fat animals and nods his head. “Would you want to trade for them?”

      I’d rather get credits since I just spent my year’s savings on the Tribe dues, but it depends on what he’s offering. If it’s something I don’t already have at home, I might be interested.

      “Maybe.”

      “I could give you half a cow for it. I got my meat for the season from the Torres’, but I’d rather have some deer jerky.”

      My head tilts to the side as I consider that. It sounds too good to be true, which means it probably it is, but I’d love to have some beef in the freezer. We never buy it, since I can hunt, but there’s nothing more delicious than a fat slab of beef.

      I haven’t had a hamburger in God knows how long, and Ma makes a wonderful stroganoff.

      “Deal.” I nod my head and wave to the meat in my buggy. “Where’s the cow?”

      “It’s being cleaned and processed at O’Malley’s. I’ll tell her half is yours.”

      I nod my head and reach out a hand. He reaches out and shakes it.

      “You’re Coleman, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m Jefferson. I heard your brother left town. He was a good kid.”

      My spine straightens as that sinks in. People are already talking about him like he’s dead, apparently—and I don’t fucking like it.

      “Yah, he is a good kid,” I mutter, pulling my hand back just a little faster than is polite. The more I look at the man, the more I realize he is familiar. He’s one of the guys Liam used to hang out with in town.

      Even though he’s much older.

      “He’ll be alright,” he promises me before picking up one of the carcasses. I watch as he totes it from my buggy to his cart. The old thing is made of wood and falling apart, and it’s pulled by a mule. I can’t imagine relying on that kind of travel but it’s more common out here in the Tribes than vehicles are.

      Lucky for me, I was able to build the buggy from parts for pretty cheap. Ma has always had the truck and we just keep repairing it over the years. We need it to do our harvest runs to the city, so it makes sense to keep it, but there are some families in our Tribe who don’t have one. They negotiate with their neighbors to get their goods out to Dallas or Kansas City.

      I could never.

      I hate depending on other people for anything. Except my family, but even them . . . if I can do it myself, I will.

      I watch as Jefferson lifts the second carcass from the car, but a loud rumbling sound draws my eye further down the road. Two trucks pull onto the street, dust flying up behind them.

      They’re clearly Venus Guard. The armored trucks are a dead giveaway. They’re in much better repair than anything anyone around here could ever afford, and the extra metal plating to help protect the women inside from stray bullets is telling.

      “What the hell are they doing here?” I mutter to no one in particular.

      “Probably stocking up on supplies on a patrol,” Jefferson answers as he comes to a stop beside me. “Or maybe they’re checking out that fire over in  Armistead. The meat will be ready at O’Malley’s in a couple hours. She knows to hold it for you.” He jerks his head in the direction of the shop, and to the woman standing in the door. When I meet Jane O’Malley’s eyes, she nods. No one trusts a man’s word alone, even in Arden.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, rubbing the back of my head as the trucks come to a stop. In moments, the street is filled with guards wearing black uniforms. I know that isn’t their normal attire, I’ve seen them in uniform in Dallas many times, so it draws my interest. Why are they in this tactical shit? For what?

      What I never expected to see, though, is Love standing across the street from me. She brushes her hands down her shirt, her lips set in a thin line as she glances at her teammates.

      What in the fuck is she doing here?

      I didn’t realize that girl did these patrols. Then again . . . we didn’t do a lot of talking that night. My cheeks flush red as memories swim through my mind of what happened in that alley.

      What happened in her room afterward . . .

      Fuck.

      I clear my throat and nod to Jefferson, walking toward the driver side of my buggy. I doubt if she even remembers me. I can’t remember if I even gave her my name.

      I’ll never forget hers: Love.

      It’s a hell of a name for a one-night stand. Love. I shake my head and slide into the seat, gripping the steering wheel. Still, my eyes track her across the street as she talks to the women on her team.

      Yah, she probably doesn’t remember me. Those girls all out class me by a few notches. Each one of them is toned and muscular, and a few even have gorgeous faces to match.

      I’m sure she hooks up with randoms all the time. That’s how city girls are, after all. I swallow hard, trying to ignore the flip-flopping of my stomach, but I can’t deny the spike in my pulse as I watch her bend at the waist to adjust the strap on her boot.

      She’s got a slimmer body than me, but her ass is nice and round—all muscle, if I remember right. There isn’t anything on her that jiggles except for her small tits. I wince as my core grows slicker at that thought.

      “Fuck,” I mutter again, cranking the ignition. My body thrums in anticipation, as if it’s expecting hers to be pressed against it at any moment.

      I’ll come back for the cow later. I need to get the fuck out of here before she recognizes me. I don’t want to deal with any of that right now. Between the drama with Vanessa and the drama with Liam . . . I just need some peace.

      Not a piece of ass.
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      I groan as I carry the processed beef into the house and Ma jumps up from her seat.

      “Where did you get that?”

      I watch her eyes go wide as she looks at all the various packages I’m holding and shrug. I’m tired; I went out of my way to go back into town to get the cow when I was sure Love would be gone, but the damn guard was still there. Then, I spent forty fucking minutes hauling meat in and out of O’Malley’s, trying not to be noticed. I don’t know if she would recognize me or not . . . I want to say no . . . but I also don’t.

      Am I so easy to forget?

      Vanessa would say no.

      I cringe at the thought and shake my head. I don’t want to deal with any bullshit from Love, but I also don’t want her to not remember me.

      That’s the truth. I don’t want to be some random conquest with a forgettable face. I’d much rather be a random conquest she wishes she could have again.

      Because Vanessa is right: I’m selfish as fuck.

      “Chaos?”

      “Yah?”

      “Where the hell did you get this from, girl?” Ma asks again as I open the freezer.

      “Oh, sorry. Some guy in town wanted to trade some venison for half a cow.”

      “Venison for a cow? What kind of idiot would trade venison for a cow?”

      “Well it was two fresh doe.”

      “Still, two doe for a cow . . . is there something wrong with the meat?” She rushes over to inspect the packaging and I shake my head.

      “It’s half a cow.”

      “Mmm,” she mumbles, shaking her head as she starts piling the packages in there with me. “I went to pay the dues yesterday.”

      “Oh, yah? How much was it?” I ask nervously, glancing at her as I arrange the meats in the freezer carefully.

      “That’s the thing. Apparently, the guard took care of it—some grant from the NRA for veterans.”

      “Oh, that’s awesome. So, you can put that money towards something else, right?”

      “Mmmhm,” she hums, stepping back from the freezer. As I close the door and turn around, Ma meets my eyes and opens her mouth to say something, but I interrupt her.

      “Oh yah, there was a guard unit in town earlier, too.”

      She goes still and raises an eyebrow. “What for?”

      “Supplies, I guess.”

      “Hmmm, well, there is all that talk about that fire—”

      “Yah, that’s what I told Jefferson.”

      Ma nods and walks toward the living room, flicking on the television. We only get a couple channels out here, but she does enjoy watching the newscasts. Hopefully, they don’t stay long. I don’t want to run into Love.

      As much as the throbbing between my legs suggests otherwise.
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      I nod my head as the LT talks, trying to process her words without getting myself killed. I haven’t felt safe around my unit since I killed that woman . . . Anica Green.

      I killed Anica Green.

      And so many others have been killed since that moment. Each Tribe is the same thing; we show up, we ‘look for gang activity’ and seize any land that is associated with them. Each piece of land we have stepped foot on has been deemed related to gang activity according to Ford.

      It’s bullshit. I haven’t seen a single gang member or any signs of gang activity since we left our sentinel. We’ve been on the road for weeks. I want to get back to the sentinel—I’ve thought it through, and if I injure my foot, they’ll have to stick me on a local duty. I’d be too much of a liability in the field, if I’m injured.

      Then, I can at least stay away from this shitbag of a unit as much as possible.

      “Keep your eyes open for activity,” Ford hisses and I check the safety on my gun. My stomach twists in on itself at the thought of carrying out this mission, but I don’t have the luxury of dropping from the guard.

      I’m still under contract.

      I swore an oath to protect the citizens of the NRA.

      And it has all been a fucking lie. We aren’t protecting shit. We’re the terrorists. We’re the disease that’s roaming across our country, wreaking havoc. I wish I could get out . . .

      “We’ll seize any land that has signs of connections to the gangs—” Ford’s voice fades out as we walk through the Tribe. There are a few people out in the square, all curious but innocent enough. An older woman approaches our group and everyone but Ford tenses.

      “Hi there,” she calls out as she comes to a stop a few feet away. “What can we help you ladies with?” The old woman’s grey hair shines in the light, her wrinkled face scrunching up with a smile as she surveys our unit.

      “We’re just passing through, checking on things,” Ford lies. “There’s been some reports of trouble in the area, so we are checking in to make sure all the Tribes are secure.”

      “Oh,” the woman murmurs, her face falling a bit. “Is this about whatever trouble happened over in Armistead?”

      Ford never even flinches. We decimated that tribe. At least half the people were murdered, the rest forced off their land. For a moment, I wonder if someone has made it this far with tales about what we did.

      “Yeah, it was a messy business,” Ford sighs. “But we’re here to make sure nothing like that happens to you fine folks.”

      “Well, thank you, Miss—”

      “Lieutenant Ford.”

      “Lieutenant Ford. Thank you,” she smiles. “I’m Maria. I head up the Tribal Council, here.”

      “Good to know, Maria.” Ford reaches out a hand and shakes with the older woman. Something curls in the pit of my stomach as I watch the disgusting display. No doubt, this entire tribe will be seized, just like the last.

      I don’t know why Ford even bothers pretending we’re looking for something. Sure, in front of the elder, but to the unit? Why?

      We all know what this is.

      I know what this is. Though, I guess she has to cover her bases in case I run my mouth to someone. But she has orders . . . someone has told her this is her mission. Dena can’t be the one who issued the order—she just passed it along, I’m sure.

      I just want it to be over.

      The guard isn’t what I thought it was. Hell, the NRA isn’t what I thought it was. The Regent is just another controlled, abused woman. The more I think about what I heard that night in her room, the more sure I am of it. There’s nothing that makes me sicker than thinking the woman who is supposed to be the face of this female empowered nation is being manipulated by some scrawny fucking man.

      She let him hit her. I would have shot him for it, but instead, she let him get away with it and somehow managed to get me thrown out of my unit. I shake my head as the thoughts rattle through me at rapid fire, like some kind of chain reaction.

      It’s no wonder this organization is full of corruption.

      Who can I even report any of this to?

      I have no way of knowing who believes in the codices and who is . . . wrong. There’s no other word for the slaughter I’ve seen, for the corruption I’ve witnessed. It’s just wrong.

      The guard has never been perfect. I know that. Fucking up can get you killed, but I’ve never had a problem with that before, because it always meant someone was breaking one of the codices or putting their sisters at risk with their stupidity.

      I never do either of those things, so, I never worried about it.

      I swallow all the conflicting emotions, all the rage and disgust and follow my unit as we make our way away from the main street. I know the reason I was sent here. Freestone wants me to fuck around and get myself killed.

      And she might get her way.

      Because I don’t know if I can pull the trigger on another civilian. I don’t know if I can sit back and watch as innocent boonies are pushed off their land. She just might get her way.

      I’m silent as I follow the formation down a dirt road that leads to yet another farmhouse.

      “Lance Ward,” Ford calls out over her shoulder.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Are we going to have a problem today?”

      “No, Ma’am,” I call out, my spine stiffening. Did I do something that showed my reservations? My heart pounds in my chest as we get closer to the house. A truck and some kind of ATV sit in the yard. As far as we can see, there are empty fields with lines of torn up ground.

      They must have pulled in their crops for the year already.

      I steel myself against whatever is going to happen as Tatiana knocks on the door. Ford stands beside her, but my eyes slide to the women on either side of me. I just need to wait this contract out and then I can drink these memories away.

      Hopefully.

      Veronica sneers at me, holding eye contact as the sound of Tatiana beating on the door rings out around us.

      Knock.

      Knock.

      Knock.

      The door creaks open and a short blonde answers the door, her hair pulled up in a ponytail. The hazel eyes staring out from that face slam into me and my mouth goes dry.

      It’s her.

      It’s the girl from the bar. Cris. My weight shits nervously from one foot to the other as I watch her lean against the door.

      “Yes?” she asks, her forehead creasing as she looks at all of us crowding around the front door.

      “Are you the owner of this property?” Ford tilts her head to the side, obviously doubting she’s the owner because of her age. Cris is younger than me, though I didn’t ask her how old—it didn’t matter, she was old enough to be in the club, so she was old enough to give consent.

      “Nope,” she murmurs, narrowing her eyes. Then she turns her head over her shoulder and calls out, “Ma!”

      “What is it, now?” an older voice snaps on the other side of the door. The sound of shoes scuffing across the hard floor rings out and Cris smirks as she opens the door wider.

      I can’t look away from her.

      I don’t owe her anything. She’s no one to me. But, I hope her family complies. I’d hate to see anything bad happen to her . . . she was a pain in the ass when I met her, but there was something about her that made me think there’s more going on beneath the layer of dirt on her skin.

      I blow out a nervous breath, thankful I don’t have any need to wear a mask this far from the city. It’s the one good thing about this detail: fresh air.

      “Ma’am,” Ford starts when a small, slender woman steps out from behind the door. The woman narrows her eyes on all of us and crosses her arms over her chest. Something about her posture tells me she knows this isn’t a friendly call.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you the owner of this property?”

      “I am. I’m April Coleman, why?” She never breaks eye contact with the LT and I instantly respect her more for it. I also am starting to understand where Cris gets her fucking attitude from.

      Everything about this April Coleman lady radiates confidence and sass. She’s tiny, but I have no doubt she could put someone on their ass, based on her posture alone.

      Ford nods her head and quickly flashes the same set of papers she’s been carrying in her chest pocket this entire time, quoting the same bullshit lines. “There have been reports of Rattler activity on this property. The NRA has authorized the Venus Guard to seize it on their behalf until a proper investigation can be done.”

      “Ex-fucking-scuse me?” April asks, her eyebrows shooting up her forehead. “Let me see the orders. There hasn’t been any Rattlers—or any gang for that matter—around here.” She holds out her hand and Cris puts her hands on her hips, her eyebrows scrunched together as she watches the drama unfold.

      Ford shakes her head. “Sorry, ma’am, it’s guard business.”

      “I’m well aware what’s guard business and what isn’t. I was a Sergeant out of the Dallas Sentinel,” she snaps. “Show me the orders.”

      “I can’t,” Ford shrugs. “I need you to vacate the premises for your safety.”

      “My ass,” the woman growls, pushing her daughter back into the house. “When you’re ready to show me the orders, I’ll be ready to vacate, if they say that. Otherwise, get the fuck off my property—” she pauses, looking over Ford’s uniform. There’s no insignia that would tell anyone her rank. These black uniforms are completely devoid of anything identifying except for a small Venus Star “—Lieutenant? Gotta be a LT. Try again tomorrow.”

      I blink as I watch her turn around to go back in her house, her shoulders shaking with pent up anger.

      She’s right. It’s well within her rights as citizen of the NRA to demand to see any orders that affect her or her property physically. Just as the woman starts to close the door, Tatiana lurches forward and grips her wrist, dragging her back out into the yard.

      “Get your fucking hand off me, kid,” she snaps, narrowing her eyes as she whips around and pushes the guard off her. “Don’t make that mistake twice.”

      Ford shakes her head. “Lady, we can do this the easy way or the—”

      “I dare you to say the hard way,” Coleman smirks. “Say it.”

      Without another word, Ford steps forward and grabs the Sergeant by her upper arm.

      “Get your goddamn hands off her!” Cris shouts, taking a step out the door. April takes that distraction and slams her fist into the side of Ford’s face, quickly pulling back and catching Tatiana with an elbow when she tries to come around from the side.

      “Fuck,” someone mutters, running forward to break it up.

      Hope grabs Coleman by her hair and rips her backward just in time for Ford to punch her in the nose. She wipes the blood from her own lip with a growl and shakes her head. “Fucking boonies, can’t ever just listen.”

      “I’m not a boonie, bitch,” Coleman spits, glaring at her even as blood pours from her obviously broken nose.

      Cris rushes forward, shoving Hope away from her mom. She puts herself between the injured woman and the rest of us, brandishing a small knife. My eyes go wide, and I take a step forward as Tatiana reaches to grab her arm, but Cris slips her hold and drags the knife across her bicep, pushing her mom backward toward the house. A big man fills the doorway, his eyes wide, his chest rising and falling as he watches Cris threaten several armed women with nothing but a fucking hunting knife.

      She’s going to go toe to toe with an entire unit of armed Venus Guards with nothing but a knife. I knew she was stupid, but I didn’t know she was this stupid.

      “Chaos—”

      “Shut up, Da.”

      A few gasps sound around me, followed quickly by some chuckling. He’s her father. They live with her father . . . fuck.

      “Sympathizer trash,” Ford taunts Coleman as she takes another step forward. The male stands back in the door, his eyes darting around the group, weighing his options. I hope he knows better than to do anything. If Ford is willing to dispose of civilians like this, I can’t imagine what she’d do to a man.

      I wipe at my forehead, flicking away the sweat gathering there. Tatiana screeches from the side, gripping her bicep as she reaches for her gun. She’s good and mad now that she’s seen how much damage the little cut did to her. My heart pounds in my chest.

      They’re going to get themselves killed.

      Land isn’t worth this. What the fuck are they doing?

      I launch myself forward before I can think and meet Cris’s eyes. Hers go wide before narrowing, her lip curling up as she recognizes me. “You fucking—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I snap, reaching forward. The moment she’s distracted by my presence is enough to wrench the knife from her hand. I throw it in the dirt and twist her arm behind her back until I can push her forward easily.

      “Get the fuck off me, you piece of shit!” she screams, struggling against my hold. But I’m stronger than her, and she sucks at grappling—we’ve already established this.

      “Shut up,” I growl loud enough for everyone to hear. Then more quietly, I add, “I’m trying to save your fucking life, dipshit.”

      “I don’t want your goddamn help,” she hisses, but her voice is quiet, like she doesn’t want to be heard.

      “Bullshit, get moving.”

      “But my—”

      The sound of skin on skin has us both turning back toward the house. Tatiana holds a young boy by the nape of his neck, pushing him out of the house. Coleman’s eyes go wide as she shakes her head.

      “Not my baby,” she hisses, struggling to get to her feet.

      “Connor!” Cris screams, trying to rush back toward the house, but I grab her by her hair to stop her. They’ll shoot her.

      They’ll shoot them all.

      This is the kindest thing I can do.

      I slam the butt of my gun against the side of her head and wince as she falls to the ground unconscious.

      Now fucking what? I wonder silently as I watch the Coleman family slowly get their arms tied behind their back. One by one, they start their march toward me where I stand over Cris’ unconscious body. Ford doesn’t even look at me as she pushes April, the man, and the kid past the unconscious woman at my feet.

      Fuck.

      “Grab her up,” Hope hisses, waiting for me to get Cris to her feet. I do as I’m told, and she slides an arm under one shoulder while I hold the other. Then we start following the unit back toward town.

      I don’t know why Ford is taking them there. But I know it can’t be good.
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      I spit some blood out onto the ground and blink my eyes to try and clear my vision. My head is swimming as I watch two Venus Guards pace back and forth in front of us. Behind them, the woman in charge stands with her arms crossed behind her back, watching as her soldiers carry out her orders.

      Ma has a cut on her forehead, her lip is split to hell and back, and her nose is too crumpled and bloody to not be broken. Both of Da’s eyes are swollen and bluish already, and his nose looks almost as bad as Ma’s.

      Fury flows freely through my veins and I find myself tugging at the ties that hold my wrists together behind my back.

      At least Connor looks untouched.

      “Stop,” he begs me, nodding to my face. I don’t know how bad the bruising and swelling is, all I know is it feels like I got ran over by a tractor.

      “These pussies,” Ma spits, struggling against her restraints as well. “Had to tie us up because you’re scared to deal with me like a woman?”

      “Can it, lady,” the small one snaps. When she turns her eyes on me, I smirk. I know she’s the one I cut with my knife before Love yanked me out of the fray.

      “Make me, bitch.”

      “April,” Da begs, and my eyes snap toward him. Tears line his eyes. I know he’s scared of what’s going to happen to him and Connor—me and Ma too—but I’ve never seen him like this.

      He’s fucking terrified.

      “Listen to your little pussy husband, sympathizer,” the woman in charge snickers as she turns toward us again. Ma flinches under her scrutiny and it’s only then that the reality of our situation starts to set in for me. I’ve never seen my mother act afraid of anything.

      She’s warned me about things in the world, things I should be afraid of—the type of people I should be afraid of. But I’ve never seen it firsthand. My head is pounding, and I don’t even know why. I know I’ve been hit, I know something happened, I’m just not sure what.

      I scan the gathering crowd with blurry eyes, looking for Love. She said she was trying to save me when she pulled me out of the fight. And she probably did . . . I only had a knife on me, and these guards are armed to the teeth with guns and some kind of grenades on their hips—

      Way more ammunition than is necessary for a simple patrol.

      I finally find her standing near a group of people from our Tribe, looking at me with tight eyes. It looks like the guards are leading people into town from their homes.

      “We want this to be a peaceful transition, but as some of you already know, the NRA has ordered the Venus Guard to seize this land because of suspected gang activity.”

      “Bullshit,” I snarl and the woman speaking whips her head in my direction. LT, that’s what Ma called her. My head is still fuzzy, and I can’t remember the name that goes with the title. “We keep to ourselves out here, there’s no way.”

      “Mmm—” she hums, nodding carefully. “There will be an investigation. We aren’t trying to be unfair, here. My unit is following the orders given to us by those above us. We want this to be a peaceful transition but acts of aggression against the Venus Guard are acts of aggression against the state and examples must be made.”

      “Bullshit!” Da growls. It’s the first time I’ve heard him address the guards directly. The sound of a fist cracking against his jaw sends a new wave of fury through me. I crane my neck to see one of the guards standing closest to us stepping away from him as he crumples to the ground.

      “Shut up, idiot,” she hisses.

      “As a previous member of the Guard herself,” the Lieutenant finishes with a smile.

      “Leave her be,” I snap, jerking my shoulders forward as I struggle to get to my feet. “You piece of shit fucking liar. City trash, coming out here, making up lies, snatching land from hard working vets like my Ma. You should be ashamed.” I look to the crowds of people in the street being corralled by the rest of this unit. A few familiar faces stare back at me with panic reflected in their eyes, but I know better than to expect any intervention.

      These women have guns.

      I don’t know what orders they claim they have, but I know it has to be bullshit. The NRA would never sanction something like this.

      “You’re probably the gang,” I rush out, my eyes widening as the weight of that accusation tumbles through my mind like a wheel come loose from a tractor. That’s the only thing that makes sense. The organization my Ma was a part of would never do something like this to citizens.

      “We’ll start with you then,” the woman sighs in a bored voice, waving a hand beside her. “Lance Ward, come show these fine tribal folk how we handle traitors of the state.”

      A scream tears through the crowd and Vanessa’s familiar voice tugs at my heart strings. I know it’s her. I know that voice. I’ve never heard her scream quite like that . . . but . . .

      My mouth goes dry as Love steps forward. Her eyes dart from me to her superior, her hand cradling the weapon dangling from the strap on her shoulder. I can see the hesitation in her eyes as she meets mine, her chest rising and falling as she realizes what she’s being ordered to do.

      “Shoot her.”

      “No!” someone calls out—I’m not even sure who—there’s too much blood rushing through my ears for me to distinguish voices. I hold Love’s gaze for a moment too long, wondering why she even bothered to save me if she was going to shoot me now.

      I wonder if it’ll hurt her to kill an innocent woman.

      An innocent woman she slept with.

      I know better than to expect a one-night stand to protect me from whatever is about to happen, though. Everything slows for a second, as if all the adrenaline in my veins stalls time around us.

      “Chaos!” Ma’s voice cuts through the haze and my eyes slide to her as I’m pushed back to my knees by some unseen guard. As my knees dig into the gravel beneath them, I hold Ma’s gaze. My chest hurts as my heart pounds against my rib cage.

      I don’t want to die.

      I’ve never given much thought to how I’d feel in the moments leading up to my death, but I never imagined it would happen like this. Being executed in front of my entire Tribe is something that I would have never expected.

      “Fuck you,” I hiss, spitting on the ground as I jut my chin into the air. Every bone in my body is vibrating with the fear coursing through my veins, but I refuse to die looking scared.

      “Let her go,” Ma begs. “Leave her be. She’s just a kid.” Her sobs break my heart into even sharper pieces. I don’t want her hurt, but I can’t change what’s about to happen. It’s completely out of my control.

      I can only control how I react to it.

      And with that, I narrow my eyes on the women in front of me, ignoring the cries of my family as Love shakes her head the tiniest bit, mumbling something to her Lieutenant I can’t hear.

      I blink away the tears gathering in my eyes.

      I won’t cry.

      I won’t give that bitch the satisfaction.
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      Sweat beads on my forehead and slicks my palms as I take a step toward the Coleman family—toward Cris. She wants me to kill her in cold blood.

      Just like Anica Green.

      Anica’s face flashes through my mind as I stare into Cris’ hazel eyes. The light hits them and I swear they glow a bit, like the life inside her is just beneath the surface, staring at me—because she knows I’m going to take it.

      April Coleman looks at her daughter, shaking her head.

      “Go to hell,” Cris snarls, her lips trembling as she forces the words out. I can see she’s scared. Even through the shaking of my own hands, I can see her body trembling with the fear she can’t hide behind those venomous words.

      “Chaos! Look at me, little Chaos,” April begs, drawing my eyes. “You shut up. You shut the fuck up, do you hear me?” She turns her eyes toward the LT and shakes her head again. “Please, she didn’t do anything. I’m responsible for her. Make me the example.”

      “Both of you shut the fuck up,” Ford growls, shoving me forward. “Shoot her.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, I flip the safety on my weapon to the off position. My teeth dig into the skin of my cheek, my throat bobbing with so many emotions. I know what’s expected of me.

      I know what I have to do.

      But my stomach quivers at the thought of it. I don’t even like this girl, even though I like how she tastes. She’s a pain the ass and has the temper of a fucking rabid rat, but she’s a citizen of the NRA. These people don’t deserve this.

      Fuck!

      Cris doesn’t say anything else, she just holds my gaze as her mother wails on the ground beside her. Her father and brother are crying, too, but much more quietly. I don’t blame them.

      A high-pitched scream tears from Sgt Coleman and my heart clenches in my chest. And in that moment, I know.

      I can’t do this.

      My eyes drift from Cris to the women on either side of her. Tatiana and Hope. Hope’s eyes are on April, but Tatiana is looking at me, waiting for her chance to act, waiting for me to choke.

      My grip on the gun tightens and I press the stock against my shoulder, lining up my aim. Blowing out a deep breath, I jerk the barrel to the left, spraying bullets into Tatiana’s chest. Hope wheels around as Cris scrambles backward, her father trying to lean over her mother as some sort of protection from the gunfire.

      “Ward!” someone screams behind me. I know it’s Ford.

      As Hope falls to the ground, I wheel around, scurrying backward toward the Colemans as I spray short bursts into the crowd of Devils.

      “Ward!” Ford screeches from behind several of my unit mates, their weapons trained on me. “You’ll die for this!” It happens so fast, I’m not even sure who I shot when I fired those bullets. They are all just faceless uniforms to me, right now.

      I shake my head, pulling Cris’ knife from my boot. I drop it beside her and then I meet Ford’s eyes as she pulls her handgun, firing a round toward me. The bullet hits the ground beside me and my eyebrow arches, wondering if she’s really that bad of a shot. I wonder why the gunfire ringing out around me isn’t tearing through my body right now.

      But I get my answer.

      The people of this Tribe have rushed past the remaining guards. Anything that could be used as a weapon, is. There’s no rhyme or reason to the pandemonium breaking out in the middle of this town. Gunfire fills the air. In no time, the Colemans have freed themselves.

      “Get that kid out of here,” I snap to no one in particular.

      The boy nods and takes off running in the opposite direction of the fighting.

      I fire short bursts toward my unit, trying to ignore the sickening feeling in my stomach as I step past Hope’s body. She was a Ward and I killed her. But I couldn’t kill another innocent civilian. I just couldn’t.

      Screams and grunts fill the air as the boonies fight back against the guard. Gunfire rings out just as smoke covers everything around us. I pull my mask up and squint my eyes, trying to ignore the burning as I look for the Devils in the new fog.

      “Fuck. Chaos!?”

      “Ma!”

      “Cris!”

      I ignore the sounds behind me and push forward, careful to avoid the townsfolk if I can. They won’t be able to tell the difference between me and the rest of the unit and I don’t feel like dying at the hands of the people I just saved.

      I’m a fucking idiot, I groan internally as the sound of an engine roaring to life breaks through the sounds of the crowd.

      “They’re in the truck! Get out of the way!” I scream, waving my arms at the people filling the street.

      A few don’t move fast enough.

      I cringe as the truck speeds through the smoke and plows through a group of women in the middle of the street. Bloodcurdling screams raise through the crowd. The sound of bones breaking and something that reminds me of a piece of fruit being squished meets my ears. Bile clogs my throat, but I manage to keep it down, peppering the back of the truck with what’s left of my ammunition.

      Too many of them made it out.

      There’s no way they’re going to let this stand.

      “Fuck,” I whisper, my heart hammering away at my ribcage. They’re going to come back and kill this Tribe.

      I stand there in the middle of the smoke as it swirls in the faint breeze and watch as Cris’ little brother steps out from between two buildings, his eyes wide.

      “Connor!” someone screams, and I turn to find Cris and April running at full speed toward the kid. The father isn’t far behind them, his injuries slowing him down a bit. I watch carefully as he limps. I’m pretty sure he caught a bullet in his leg somewhere . . . but that’s not my problem.

      None of this was my problem.

      Until I let my conscience sign my fucking death warrant.

      “Fuck,” I mutter again, ignoring the emotional reunion happening a few feet away from me. I sink to the ground, double-checking my own body for wounds.

      “Thank you,” someone says softly, and I turn to find Sgt Coleman staring at me.

      “I—”

      “I know how hard that must have been to do. It was right, but I know it had to be hard to turn on your unit.”

      That’s exactly what I’d done. I’d turned on my unit.

      I’m a traitor now.

      I swallow hard and just nod, unable to find words to respond to her that won’t piss her off.

      Several other members of the Tribe come forward to shake my hand and I rise to my feet, looking at them skeptically. With a big sigh, I nod my head and respond as kindly as I can.

      “It’s fine,” I grumble, scratching the back of my head. I have no idea where my cover ended up during all of that, but I suppose it doesn’t matter.

      I’m AWOL, now.

      I’m not a guard anymore, I realize as Cris steps up to me. She opens her mouth but it’s hard to focus on anything she’s saying as the panic sets in.

      “Thank you for that,” she murmurs, looking nervously to the side. “You didn’t have to, but you did.”

      “Yeah,” I shrug, trying to slow my breathing.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Fucking ass,” she mutters, gaping at me. I chew my lip, trying to think of something to say to take the sting away. I don’t know why she’s so upset with me, but—

      “You’re welcome to stay with us until you figure things out,” April says, clapping a hand down on my shoulder. I tilt my head to the side, looking at the older woman with confusion. It’s like she knows what I’m worried about.

      “This won’t be the end of this,” I point out, ignoring her offer.

      “We can’t do anything about that yet,” April shrugs, patting me on the back. “Come on,” she murmurs, waving to the street. “Let’s get you inside somewhere so the rest of us can clean this up.”

      It’s hard to walk past the group of people kneeling near a line of the dead Tribesfolk. Someone must have pulled the bodies into this position so they could be identified and buried. Some of them were shot, some of them got ran over during the Devils’ escape, but they’re all dead.

      Senseless death.

      “I can help,” I offer as she pushes me along.

      “We don’t need your help,” Cris snaps, and I look over my shoulder to find her bright hazel eyes boring into me.

      She hates me.

      It’s low on my list of problems right now, but I still don’t want her to hate me. I just threw away my fucking life to save hers . . . what does she expect from me? I don’t even fucking know her.
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      I stand under the water of the shower for longer than I should. There’s always a shortage of clean water, even in the Tribes, but I feel disgustingly dirty. I’m thankful for the blissful white noise of the water as it pounds the laminate floor of the tub.

      Today went so wrong, so fast.

      I almost died.

      I almost lost my family.

      If it wasn’t for Love—No. I refuse to feel any more gratitude to that woman. She’s not a good person. I could see it in her eyes when she stepped up with that gun. She weighed her options before she made the decision to spare me.

      And if her attitude when I tried to thank her is anything to go by, she regrets it! I slam my fist against the wall and wipe my hair back from my face. As I look down at the water tracing patterns into the drain, I follow the red and pink swirls of the blood sliding down the drain, out of sight, forever.

      I wish the memory of this was like that.

      I wish I could just send it down the drain, too.

      I have so many questions. I want to ask her so many things, but I don’t want to talk to her. Luckily, Ma will probably ask the same things. So, maybe I won’t have to. If I never have to speak to that woman again, it’ll be too soon.

      “Yeah,” she said. Like it was some inconvenience and not my life she saved. What a fucking bitch. I wonder how many times she went back and forth on the decision in her head before she decided my life was worth slightly more than whatever blowback she will get for crossing her unit.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, switching the water off. I know it couldn’t have been easy to turn on the people she works with. I know my emotions are probably high because of everything that just happened—and because of how we know each other—but hell, it’s been a day.

      I’m mad.

      I’m scared, I’m mad, and I almost died.

      And my feelings are hurt. I thought—for a second, for some brief foolish second, during all the insanity going on—that maybe Love hesitated because I matter. But that’s clearly not it. She wouldn’t even accept my thanks.

      Just fucking . . . rude.

      I mumble under my breath as I towel dry my hair. After I throw on some fresh clothes, I unfold the paper I found on the ground during the fighting. I knew it came from the Lieutenant, and I wanted a good look at it.

      Now’s as good a time as any.

      With water still dripping down my back, soaking the back of my shirt, I stretch the paper out on the sink and read over the words.

      “What the fuck is the Atonement?” I mutter quietly, squinting my eyes as I try to make out the messy handwritten orders. They mention the Atonement and sanctioning land in the Tribes for it.

      Are orders like this supposed to be handwritten? Shouldn’t it look more . . . I don’t know . . . official?

      I groan, dragging my hand down my face. Trying to make sense of this isn’t going to be easy. I don’t know anything about the Venus Guard, not really. I have a few of Ma’s stories to go off of, but I’ve never spoken to a recruiter and the only time I’ve been on a sentinel is when I went home with Love.

      I shake my head and fold the papers back up. Carefully, I tuck them into my shirt pocket and stumble down the hall to the kitchen. My entire body is sore.

      “Hey, girl,” Da calls out from the table.

      Jesse Flat stands from the table quickly, casting his eyes at the ground. “Hey, Cris.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask as I make my way to my seat and pull my legs underneath me.

      “I was just letting your Ma know what everyone in town did with the—with the clean-up.”

      “Oh, okay,” I whisper.

      He means the bodies.

      “I wouldn’t hunt the woods south of here for a bit,” he suggests quietly as he makes his way toward the door. “Give everything time to settle.”

      I nod my head, my lips tight as I look at the plate on the table meant for me. It’s some of the bear meat with a thick vegetable stew on top of it. My stomach rumbles as the smell hits me.

      The door clicks shut behind Jesse and Ma clears her throat. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine,” I lie, shrugging my shoulder as I pop a piece of the meat into my mouth. Bear has a different texture, for sure, but it’s savory.

      “Just another Tuesday,” Connor snorts, shaking his head.

      My face softens as I look at him. I’m glad he isn’t still scared. No one hurt him, even though the rest of us are sporting bruises and cuts. Nothing on me needed stitches, at least, but Ma wasn’t so lucky. Cotton strips fill her nostrils and there’s wire stitches in her forehead. Her bottom lip is split open and swollen. Bruises litter her hairline and her eye socket. Da doesn’t look much better, though he doesn’t wince in pain.

      “You look like hell,” Connor snorts randomly and I roll my eyes.

      “Thanks, kid.”

      “Eat your food, boy,” Ma laughs, chewing her own meat carefully to avoid irritating her injuries.

      My eyes slide from Ma, to Connor, to our awkward house guest. Love sits at the edge of the table, farthest away from me, her eyes cast down on her plate. She pushes the food around, dragging the meat through the stew without ever actually taking a bite.

      “I’m not sure what you’re used to at your sentinel, but out here, everything on that plate was work. If you waste it, I’ll be pissed.” My voice is quiet but firm and Love pauses, her eyes rising to meet mine.

      “Cris!” Ma snaps, even as Da and Connor burst out laughing. “Some gratitude, Chaos, for crying out—”

      “It’s true though. Cris tracked that bear for a while before she managed to snare the damn thing,” Da chuckles.

      “This is bear?” Love asks, her eyes going wide as she stares down at the meat. “Like a bear?”

      “Yeah,” I answer, my eyebrows cinching together as I stare at her in confusion. Does she not like bear?

      “You’re a hunter?”

      “Mmhm,” I answer, soaking a piece of meat in the stew before I take a bite. It tenderizes it, somehow.

      “I didn’t know that.” Love leans forward, her elbow on the table as she tilts her head to the side.

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I snap on reflex. It’s true, she doesn’t.

      “Do you two . . .” Ma clears her throat. “Do you know each other?”

      My cheeks flame red and I drop my eyes to my plate, avoiding the question. I don’t want to deal with those questions. I don’t even want her here. She made it clear she didn’t want my gratitude, so I refuse to give it.

      Fuck her.

      “We met in Dallas,” Love answers slowly.

      “So that’s why you—”

      “No. She didn’t save us for me,” I snarl. “I don’t even think she’s happy with her decision, anyway.” As soon as the words leave my mouth, I regret them. I know how it sounds. No one speaks.

      Everyone just stares at me and I shake my head, pushing the plate away before I move from the table. I stop by the door and shove my feet into some boots.

      “What in the fuck is going on?” Da murmurs quietly as I storm out the door.

      As soon as the fresh air hits my face, I realize how hot my cheeks really were. I don’t want to answer any of that.

      And I certainly don’t want to sound bitter about her reluctance during that showdown. She helped us. That’s all that matters.

      Right?
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      My eyes go wide as Cris slams the door behind her. Her words sting for a lot of different reasons—one of them being that she isn’t wrong. I didn’t save them because of her, or because of what we did in Dallas.

      I don’t know why I did it. But she’s right, I do regret it.

      I’m going to end up getting myself killed because I couldn’t follow an order—a shitty order, but an order, nonetheless. People have been killed for less in the guard. I know that.

      All I’m really sure of anymore is that my life has just gotten a lot more complicated. As if being assigned to this shitbag of a unit wasn’t bad enough.

      “I’m sorry—” the husband—Daniel—begins.

      “It’s fine,” I mumble, straightening my spine in my seat. “It’s been a rough day. I’m surprised we are all here to argue over food, actually.”

      “Truer words were never spoken,” April chuckles, raising her glass into the air as she smiles. The gesture doesn’t quite reach her eyes though, instead they’re focused on the door Cris left through. “I think she’s been on edge since Liam left,” she murmurs quietly.

      “Who is Liam?”

      “Our other brother,” Connor supplies. He’s young, twelve or thirteen at most, but he seems pretty quick for a boy. But I guess out here in the Tribes, the boys aren’t segregated in the same way they are in the city.

      “Where is he?” As soon as I ask the question, I regret it. Everyone’s face falls. The bruises on them make the expression look even more sorrowful, somehow. At least the kid didn’t get beat up. Apparently, even the Devils don’t enjoy brutalizing children.

      “He left the Tribe. He wanted to find his own way. Prolly best, actually, considering what’s happened,” Daniel mutters.

      “Huh.” I scratch the back of my head and shrug. I don’t want to say that the likelihood of their son ending up a part of a gang or killed by one is high. I don’t want to remind them how unsafe this world is for a young man on his own.

      So, instead, I just nod my head.

      “He probably had the right idea. I think you all should leave the area, get out before the Devils come back.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” April snorts, shaking her head.

      “What?” I gape at her.

      “I bought this land—just paid the taxes for the year—I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You willing to die for it? Because I don’t think LT is going to let this go. Guards died.”

      “I don’t think your unit was following sanctioned orders, kid. Rogue units happen sometimes in the guard. It’s a sad truth, but it does happen from time to time. And that’s my business, if it comes down to it,” she snaps, and I instantly straighten in my chair. “Besides, the Tribe is having a meeting tomorrow to talk about how we can defend ourselves in case anything like this happens again.”

      “Defend yourselves? From the Venus Guard? From the fucking NRA?”

      April turns her head slowly to the side and everyone at the table goes still. She’s obviously in charge in this house. I’ve never understood the women who cohabitate with their male counterparts. I always thought it would be like what I found in the Regent’s room: a woman being forced into subservience. But, it’s obvious that April is in charge.

      Daniel looks fucking terrified on my behalf.

      “Watch your goddamn tone in my house, girl. You’re a child and I still outrank your fresh ass,” she growls, leveling me with a gaze that tells me all I need to know about April Coleman.

      The bitch is tiny, but I’d never fight her.

      I roll my eyes—the only thing I’m brave enough to do in retaliation—and grab my plate. Carefully, I slip the dishes into the sink and cut on the water, preparing to wash the plates. A hand snakes out around me, grabbing the dishcloth before I can grab it and I turn to find Connor grinning at me.

      He looks toward the door and my cheeks heat.

      “So, you know my sister.”

      It isn’t a question. I just nod in response and quickly scurry away from him, past the dinner table where April sits with her chin resting on her hands as she talks with Daniel.

      As I close the door to the small house behind me, I look out at the open land with fresh eyes. I don’t have my mask on—I don’t need it out here, the air is clean. Freshly cleared fields stretch for as far as I can see, the land nearly flat. I can see the appeal, honestly.

      It’s beautiful out here. The sun setting in the distance, sinking below the ground, turning the sky that bright red we never get in the city. The radiation turns it a weird orange instead, and it lingers damn near all night, as if the light can’t ever truly go out.

      Cris sits in a beat-up vehicle of some kind. The doors are missing, there’s a tarp half-laid over the open roof. I don’t even think this thing qualifies as a car . . . and then the anger slams into me.

      I did everything I could to keep this chick and her fucking boonie family safe and she snaps at me. Maybe I’m not the best person, but I still did something right. Why the fuck should I get all this attitude for it?

      “What’s your fucking problem?” I growl as I march toward her.

      She turns over her shoulder, folding a piece of paper in her hands as she narrows her eyes. “I don’t want you in my fucking house.”

      “I don’t want to be in your goddamned house, woman,” I screech, agitation pushing me beyond reason. “You and your entire family are going to get yourselves killed. I don’t want anything to do with it.” I take a deep breath, shoving my hands in my pockets. “I’ll leave tomorrow. Trust me. I don’t want to be here when those bitches come back, and neither do you.”

      I don’t understand where her anger is coming from. She’s not wrong about anything she said about me, but why the fuck is she so mad about it? Who cares why I did what I did—I did it.

      I threw my entire goddamn life away to save some bitch I hardly know.

      “I don’t like you looking all wholesome and holy, like some kind of hero, when I know—” she snarls, closing her eyes as she speaks “—I know. I saw your eyes. You were going to kill me.”

      “It was an order! Of course, I considered it! That’s my entire job: to follow fucking orders!”

      “And kill innocent people?”

      My eyes go wide as Cris stands from her seat in the car, balling her fists up at her side. I’m not scared of her—I’ve already fought her and won—but the words hit different when she words it like that.

      That’s exactly what I did.

      I killed Anica Green.

      “That’s not what I signed up for,” I whisper, as every ounce of fight leaves my body. I can’t argue with her. I considered the order because that’s what I’ve been trained to do. I followed the order on Anica Green because that’s what I’ve been trained to do.

      I’ve been feeling guilty about it. I’ve been sick over it.

      Literally.

      I’ve puked every time I see her eyes staring back at me when I close mine, but I can’t undo what I did.

      “Then why the fuck were you with them?”

      “Because I was assigned to them! Dipshit, for fuck’s sake . . .”

      Cris narrows her eyes and holds up the paper she had been reading. She points to it, her chest rising and falling with angry breaths. “What is the Atonement?”

      “The what?” I reach for the paper, but she jerks it back, shaking her head. Her blond hair is still only half dry, curling around her shoulders. I don’t know why that’s so distracting, but it is. I’ve never seen her with her hair down before. Even when we hooked up in the barracks, she had her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.

      “What is the fucking Atonement? Y’all said you were here to protect the NRA against the gangs, but the Rattlers don’t come to Arden. They stay farther north where the snow keeps and farther west in the deserts. They’re never, ever here.”

      I reach for the paper again, genuinely curious, and this time, Cris hands it over. As I read through the orders, my heart sinks in my stomach. These aren’t even written by the MA, they’re from higher up than that.

      “I have no clue what this is,” I whisper, studying the words as if they’ll give me some kind of insight into what that word means.

      “It’s what you were sent here to take our fucking land for!” Cris yelling pulls my eyes back up to hers. I shove the papers against her chest and growl at the stubborn girl.

      “I was fed the same lies as you, boonie—”

      Smack.

      I take a step back, rubbing my hand against the hot skin of my cheek. “Are you fucking kidding me? Getting your ass kicked once wasn’t enough?” I want to hit her back, want to remind her why she shouldn’t fuck with me . . . but she’s already injured. Her face is all bruised, her lip swollen. One of those bruises—the one along her temple—I put there, myself.

      Why the fuck do I feel guilty about that?

      “Don’t call me a fucking boonie,” she snarls, taking a step forward to get in my face.

      I slip my arms around her, holding her wrists as she struggles against me. “I’ll say whatever the fucking hell I want to, and you can choose not to listen if you don’t like it. But you’re not going to put your hands on me again, do you understand me?”

      Cris’ eyes narrow as she looks up at me and I twist my grip, putting more pressure on the joints in her wrist and elbow until she nods. When I fling her backward, I drag my fingers through my hair.

      “What the fuck is going on? First the Regent and now this—”

      “What about the Regent?”

      My heart slams to a stop as I realize I said that out loud. Fuck. Should I even tell her? I guess there’s no reason not to, now, since we’ll all be dead soon, anyway.

      “She’s the reason I’m not in Dallas anymore. I got thrown out of my sentinel and shoved into this unit because Roxanne Freestone got beat up by her husband while I was on her security detail.”

      Cris gasps and I nod, straightening my skivvy shirt. I threw my blouse into the trash as soon as we got back to April’s farmhouse. There’s no point in having it. I’m no longer apart of the Guard, much less that unit.

      “When I heard everything happen, I went into her quarters and drew my weapon—pretty normal reaction, right? The old skank had the nerve to twist it around like I did something wrong by threatening her husband, by being there in the first place. It’s like he’s abusing her.”

      “Why the fuck would she allow something like that?” Cris asks, sinking back into the car seat behind her.

      I shrug my shoulders.

      “I don’t know, man. I don’t know why she’d go along with it. I don’t know why my unit has these orders, or what they mean, or where they came from—” I take a deep breath. “Your mother seems to think my unit has gone rogue.”

      “Not if they’re following orders. Maybe someone further up has, but—”

      “What?” I hiss, my eyes going wide as that sets in. When April brought up the possibility that the Devils were rogue, I didn’t even bat an eye. I’d considered it. Granted, Dena knows the units at that sentinel are coming home bloody, but does she know the extent of it?

      I think so.

      But I didn’t really . . . connect it.

      Who is she getting her orders from?

      I crossed the Regent to get assigned to that sentinel, perhaps someone close to her is behind all this.

      Or she’s behind it.

      Or . . .

      Her husband is.

      “Fuck,” I whisper, my chest squeezing so tight it hurts. “What if the NRA just wants your land?”

      “What for?”

      “Whatever the fucking Atonement is,” I shrug, swiping my hair away from my face. “What if the person who had me reassigned is the same person who gives the Devils their orders?”

      Cris’ eyes go wide. And she shakes her head.

      I shake mine as well, because that’s too conspiracy theory, even for me. Even if I have been living a conspiracy theory for the past month. I take a deep breath and take a long look at the woman in front of me.

      I don’t like her, but I don’t want her to die.

      “You need to convince your family to get out of here. When they come back, it’ll be worse.”

      Cris nods slowly. “I believe that. But I don’t think Ma will leave.”

      “Yeah,” I sigh, glancing back toward the house. “I think you’re right.”
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      I take a deep breath as I stare up at the ceiling. The sun isn’t up quite yet. There’s work to do to get the crops for next season ready. We were supposed to do that yesterday but . . . things went a little sideways. It’d be nice to take the day off, to lay in bed and stare at this ceiling all day, wallowing in the pain and anger fighting for dominance inside me.

      Love said this wasn’t what she signed up for.

      I wonder if Ma feels the same way. She’s always spoken highly of the guard—while still managing to warn me off the institution altogether. I’d never join, though. It’s not my style to follow orders.

      Love’s predicament just cemented the fact I was right in my assessment of the military. It’s a mindless force where the people on the bottom are controlled by the people on top.

      Love.

      Ugh, why did I have to think of her first thing in the morning? It’s the easiest way to ruin my entire day. Everything about her makes me feel twisted up inside. She saved me . . . but not for a good reason.

      Which hurts me . . . but not for a reason that makes any sense.

      I don’t like any of it.

      I don’t want to deal with any of it. The Atonement that those orders talk about . . . it could be anything. And Love’s dumbass thinks it has something to do with the Regent.

      I’ve never been one to fall into those conspiracy theories. There are all kinds of stories about what really instigated the second collapse. None of them seem at all reasonably true, though. Aliens destroyed the global economy so it would be easier to invade each continent? I don’t think so.

      Another common conspiracy theory is the previous government orchestrated the entire thing. That one never made sense to me either—because why would a government seek to isolate themselves when their economy thrives on foreign trade and cooperation?

      We talked about that specific theory in school when I was a kid. Everyone agreed it was a ridiculous idea.

      Thinking the Regent has sanctioned some random arm of the Venus Guard to steal land from the Tribes is just as farfetched as that.

      With a groan, I stand up from the bed and stretch my arms over my head. My muscles are sore from yesterday, but I have to get moving and get warmed up. With Liam gone, Ma and Da will need all the help they can get rotating the crop.

      We have to get the posts in for the beans.

      Ma has told me every year since I was a kid, the beans re-enrich the soil after the gencorn takes from it. I’m still not one hundred percent sure why it works that way, but she knows better than me, for sure.

      Popping a teeth cleanser tab into my mouth, I pad out into the hallway. I showered and changed before dinner last night, so everything is already fresh and ready to be ruined in the fields.

      As I’m pulling my boots on, I notice Love shoving herself into a pair of borrowed pants. They must be some Liam left behind. They’re way too big for her, even if she is tall. Still, as she bends over to push her feet through the denim, I can’t help but notice the curve of her ass.

      Thank fuck, she’s leaving today. I groan internally.

      I don’t want to deal with the back and forth with her right now. I don’t like her or who she is. I don’t think she has a moral base at all, and for some reason, I’m still ridiculously attracted to the woman.

      She’s fucking gorgeous, I get it. But if my vagina could cool its fucking jets, that’d be great. Love stands up straight, and as she starts to button the pants, my eyes trace up her body to her face. She smirks at me.

      “Problem?”

      “Nah,” I cough, making my way through the living room to the kitchen. I grab some meat from the counter and take a bite as Ma points to Connor.

      “Did you cleanse your teeth?”

      “Yes, Ma,” he grumbles.

      “Let me smell your breath,” she demands, taking a step near him. Connor throws his hands up and backs out of the room. “Didn’t think so.” With a roll of her eyes, Ma turns toward me. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay,” I shrug. “I could be worse.”

      “We all could be.”

      As we speak in the dining room, Ma’s eyes keep flicking over my shoulder, and I know she’s watching Love get dressed to leave. I’ll be glad to see her gone. My one consolation this morning is with all the anger and awkwardness,  I won’t have to put up with her for much longer.

      “Thank you for letting me rest here, I appreciate it, Sgt Coleman,” Love pipes up behind me. I turn to look at her as she expresses her gratitude but find myself annoyed by it.

      I don’t believe the forced words. I don’t think this woman has a kind bone in her body, actually. Everything I’ve seen her do—down to the bar, and after—has been self-serving.

      “It’s no problem at all, Love. If you want, you could stay a while longer.”

      “Sorry?” Love and I say at almost the exact same time. I glare at her, barely resisting the urge to screech jinx. I doubt if someone from the city would even get the reference, to be honest.

      “Well, with Liam gone—” Ma coughs to cover the emotion in her throat and shrugs. “There’s room for more help rotating the fields. We could use it, actually.”

      “We’re nearly done, Ma,” I groan, shifting on my feet. She isn’t wrong, but we don’t need the help. We can get by just fine without it.

      “We’ll be behind before we fucking know it now that Liam ran off. It’s one more day of work and then the festival. If the girl wants to earn her keep, let her, Chaos.” Ma’s tone is severe. I roll my eyes, looking back to Love to gauge her reaction.

      She looks between me and Ma and then shrugs. I wish I could read her mind right now. Love looks . . . resigned to the situation, as if she knows we aren’t going to do what she wants us to, so she might as well.

      “I guess since you all insist on staying here with a target on your backs,” she mutters. “I can help you get through this work.”

      “Goddamnit,” I hiss, stomping through the house and out the door.

      Behind me, all I can hear is a low laugh coming from Da. I don’t know what he’s so fucking amused about. There’s nothing funny about any of this. It’s bad enough I have to work with all this pain, today, but now I have to do it with her, too.
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      Pushing the post deep enough into the ground that a strong wind won’t blow it over, I twist the wood and wait for Love to fill the dirt in around the hole. “You have to pack it tight, otherwise the post will fall during storms and then we’ll lose all the beans on the plant.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she mutters. “I’m going.” She quickly fills in the hole and packs it firm before leaning back, wiping some sweat from her brow.

      “What?” I ask, moving on to the next spot. This shit is going to take all day, even though there’s only half a field left to do. I just want it to be done with, already.

      “Why won’t you all leave?” she asks, looking around at the property.

      “You already know Ma isn’t going anywhere. Besides,” I mutter, slamming the next post in the ground. “There’s no way it’s anything other than a rogue unit, man. You got stuck with a bunch of bad apples, but that doesn’t mean it’s as big as you think it is. They could tell the guard what happened . . . but that would mean exposing their own bullshit, so I don’t think that’ll happen. Neither does Ma. Whatever wild hair got up your unit’s ass, they’re not coming back. Just calm down.”

      I blow out a long breath when I’m done with my speech and watch carefully as Love nods her head, slowly packing the dirt around the post I just laid. Then Da or one of the workers will come behind us and seed the beans. Love is gorgeous like this, in the light.

      No mask on, her hair pulled back with loose hairs flying away from her face. The sunlight in her brown hair casts highlights, like tiny rivers of honey slipping through her soft strands.

      She’s fucking beautiful—in a strange way. Her face is hard, her eyes tell me she’s seen too much in this world, and her life hasn’t been easy. But I suppose that’s the way of it when you’re from the city, because Ma is the same.

      “I wish that were true,” she finally says when she’s finished, leaning her hands against the wooden handle of her garden hoe. “The guard is the only thing I’ve ever believed in, but this . . . this is bigger than LT or even Dena” Her shoulders slump and she shrugs. “I know it sounds crazy, but there’s something bigger going on here.”

      “Well, you won’t have to worry about it, right? Because you’re leaving.” As I step to the next spot I want to place a post, I glance at Love out of the corner of my eye. Her shoulders stiffen and she nods.

      “Yeah, I’ll be gone soon.”

      “Then it’s not your problem, is it?”

      “I guess not,” she snaps, dragging the hoe behind her as she follows me to the next spot.

      The pink flush to her cheeks could be from anger or the sun, I’m not sure which. It suits her, either way. She looks more . . . alive. She was cute that night outside the bar, but she’s something else like this. The fresh air in the Tribes is good for her.

      I shake my head as if that’ll dislodge the stupid thoughts and turn away from her as she fills in the hole around the post.

      “If they come back,” I sigh, rolling my eyes even though she can’t see them. “We will be ready for them. My Ma knows what she’s doing.”

      The sound of the truck engine roaring to life has both of us turning toward the house. Ma throws her fingers up as she turns away from the property and heads into town.

      “I hope they come to their senses during that meeting,” Love huffs, scraping her hands against the borrowed denim pants.

      “They know what they’re doing.”

      “I hope so,” she murmurs, a sad smile pulling at her lips. Her pale green eyes look uncertain, and some small part of me wishes I could help with that. Even if I know she isn’t good.

      Even if I know she’s just another piece of the machine that tried to kill us all.
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      I pull the brush through my hair and stare at my reflection. Other than the slight bags under my eyes, you wouldn’t guess I’d just survived Hell. The air out here in Arden has been good for me. Apparently, Tribe living will give you a healthy glow to your cheeks.

      I feel like I’m breathing easier, too. The air quality isn’t nearly as bad as it is in the city. There’s never been a day in Dallas when I didn’t wear my mask, not after what happened to my mom.

      Watching her die in our apartment was awful.

      She coughed for days and days until finally she drowned in her own blood, unable to afford even the basic medical care required to help heal the radiation poisoning.

      As I turn to the side, examining my outfit, I narrow my eyes on my reflection. Daniel took in some of the pants that Liam left behind and made them fit me. I’ve never been able to do domestic stuff like that—maybe having a man around does have its perks.

      The new version of the jeans fit me pretty damn perfectly. It’s a little unsettling that he was able to guess my size so accurately . . . but I don’t dwell on it. Instead, I unbutton the plaid blouse that was thrown in the room at me a few minutes ago.

      “Wear this,” Cris had muttered before slamming the door behind her. Apparently, I’m sleeping in Liam’s old room until I leave.

      When will I be leaving? I know I don’t want to stay here too long, and I only promised to help with the planting since April asked for help. But, since I helped with the planting, she insisted I come to the Harvest Festival.

      I don’t want to go to the damn thing. It’s going to be a bunch of boonies drunk and dancing to God knows what kind of music. I’d rather sleep, but she pulled rank on me.

      “You ready, yet?” Cris calls from the other side of the door.

      With one last glance in the mirror, I roll the sleeves of the plaid shirt up and force myself to smile. They want to celebrate tonight, for whatever reason, so I should at least pretend to be in a good mood.

      As I open the door, Cris steps away from the wall and her eyebrows shoot up her forehead. “Wow,” she chuckles.

      “What?” I ask, looking down at the tank top I’m wearing. I’ve got the plaid open with the sleeves rolled up to my elbows. Maybe I look slopp—

      “The Tribal look suits you. Way hotter than those leather pants you were wearing the night I met you, at least.” With that, she smirks and turns down the hall, disappearing into the kitchen where the rest of her family waits.

      I blink a few times, staring after her as my hand rests on my stomach. Did she just flirt with me?

      I don’t even think she likes me.

      My eyes roll shut as a shiver creeps up my spine, but I manage to ignore the aching between my thighs and force my feet to carry me down the hall toward my destination.

      I’ll just get through tonight by thinking about my next move. I should already be making my next move, but I can’t leave before the festival. Why? I don’t fucking know. Because April said so?

      “You good?” Sgt Coleman asks as I make my way into the kitchen.

      “Yah,” I lie, pushing my hair back behind my ear. I feel out of sorts in these clothes. They’re so Tribal and I’m used to wearing much more leather when I’m not in uniform.

      “Good.” She grabs the keys to her truck from a metal ring hanging by the counter and then heads out the door. Cris, Daniel, and Connor follow after her and I’m left to bring up the rear.

      “Don’t we need to lock the door?” I ask as I step through the threshold and pull it shut behind me.

      “For what?” Cris laughs.

      “I don’t know, thieves?”

      “What in the fuck would they steal? The meat? If someone is hungry enough they have to steal from us, they need it. But no one around here would steal from their neighbors, girl. They’d just ask for help. Actually—” she shakes her head, holding up a finger. “They wouldn’t even ask. Someone would notice they were doing poorly and give it to them before they had to ask. That’s how it works in Arden.”

      My eyebrow arches as Cris shrugs her shoulder and climbs into the truck beside her Ma. It looks like I’m stuck riding in the back with the guys. Lucky me.

      I shake my head as I climb into the truck and my back slides down the metal sliding until my ass meets the hard floor. My mind is full of thoughts. Where will I go when I leave? I could head north, to the Canadian border.

      They’ve long since secured their borders since the second collapse, but there are coyotes who will sneak people over for the right price. The guard has arrested some in the past, but I can’t imagine the institution has stopped altogether. Illegal immigration is something that will always be around, now.

      Criminals in the NRA have two choices: flee to Mexico or Canada—with Canada being the better option of the two—or go to one of the lawless cities like Deep KC or Old Vegas.

      The guard doesn’t have any control over them. Those cities operate like independent states within the NRA, controlled almost completely by gangs. Though I think Old Vegas technically has a governor . . . they’re no more beholden to the Regent than the gangs are.

      “What’s eating you, sweetheart?” Daniel’s voice is rough, like rocks under my feet when I’m on patrol. Usually, a man calling me something like that would earn him a quick punch to the throat, but I can tell he doesn’t mean anything by it. He’s just interested.

      “Just figuring out some shit,” I mutter, pulling my fingers through my hair. “I have a lot of decisions to make.”

      “We really are grateful for what you did,” a smaller voice adds, and my eyes slip toward Connor.

      “I know,” I sigh. And I do. I know they appreciate what I did. I know that’s why they’ve been so kind to me. That and I think April enjoys having another girl around, one who understands her past with the Guard.

      “The right thing isn’t always easy,” Daniel murmurs. “But you did the right thing anyway, and that’s a big deal, Love.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I chuckle, waving my hand at the sentimental old man as the truck hits a hard bump. “Don’t start crying or I’ll kick your ass.”

      “You could try,” he grins.

      “I’d win.”

      “You wouldn’t,” him and Connor inform me in unison.

      “And what the fuck makes you so sure of that?” I ask, honestly curious. It’s a bold claim to make to any woman in our country, much less a guard.

      “I’ve been fighting with that mean old bitch up front for too many years now, kid. I promise you, there isn’t anything you could do to me that she hasn’t tried already.” If I wasn’t looking at his face when he said it, it’d sound like abuse. But the smile curving his lips tells me those are fond memories.

      Everyone loves differently, I guess.

      “She does seem like a hard ass,” I laugh.

      “She is.” Connors voice is so serious, it literally hurts me when I try not to laugh at him. “Ma is fucking scary.”

      “Connor,” Daniel hisses before he reaches out and smacks the young boy upside the head. “Your Ma will skin you alive if she hears you talking like that.”

      Connor mutters something under his breath that I can’t quite make out as he rubs his ear and I bite my lip. I’m not sure if Canada is a good try for me. Maybe I’ll hide out in Deep KC until the guard forgets about me and then I’ll try Canada.

      If they look for me, I’m sure one of the first places they’d set up watch would be the borders. I have the credits saved up to do either. I have a stack of k-notes on me at all times. I’ve never put them in the banks because I don’t trust them, and I’ve never been more grateful for that paranoia than now.

      The first thing the Guard will do is shut down any accounts attached to an AWOL guard.

      The brakes squeal as the truck comes to a stop and the three of us hop down from the back at the same time as April and Cris come around the side.

      I have to admit, Cris looks cute. She’s wearing some denim shorts and a cropped t-shirt that’s loose enough to see the underside of her breasts as she reaches up to pull her hair into a ponytail.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, quickly looking away.

      “Smile,” she laughs. “It’s a celebration. Just relax, man.”

      “I don’t really understand what we’re celebrating,” I groan as I watch Connor split off from his family to talk with some kids his own age.

      “It’s to celebrate a successful season,” Cris sighs, walking toward a table full of bottles. She grabs one and passes it to me. I was wrong, they’re not bottles, but more like jars with strange lids on them.

      “What is this?”

      “TribeShine.”

      “The fuck is—”

      “Just drink it, dumbass.” She rolls her eyes and I narrow mine before taking a swig. I nearly spit the shit out. It’s sour as fuck.

      “Oh, my fucking life,” I cough. “That’s awful.”

      “Yeaaaaaah,” she drawls out slowly. “It works, though.”

      She isn’t wrong. We stand there by the table for a bit watching the other boonies mingle. Some of them even dance to the strange music coming from somewhere on the street.

      “What if it was a bad season?” I ask, randomly.

      “What?”

      “What if it was a bad season?” I gesture to the festival. “Then what?”

      Cris’ eyebrows cinch together as she processes what I’m saying, but the moment she realizes I’m talking about her previous comment, she shrugs.

      “Then it’s to drink away a bad season.”

      I shake my head as she starts winding her hips, half dancing, half walking through the crowd toward some other table lined with food.

      “You can’t drink away a bad life.” I wish you could. I have enough k-notes saved to take me pretty much anywhere, but when I get there, I’m not sure there’s enough liquor in the world to drink away the bullshit I’ve experienced in the past month or so.

      “Then what were you doing in the bar I met you in?” she asks, turning to face me. I pause, my eyes falling to her lips when she presses the jar of TribeShine to her mouth. She sees a lot, apparently. I haven’t told her anything about me, not that I can remember, anyway. But, if she paid attention when the LT and Tatiana were calling me Lance Ward . . . that is pretty much all she would need to know to say something like that.

      I’m an orphan. A ward of the state. A conscript. I’m a lot of things, and none of them have added up to much good.

      Maybe I was out drinking away a bad life that night I met her.

      My life was definitely falling apart before I ever stumbled into this weird little fucking Tribe.

      “Mmm,” she hums, smirking at me. I don’t like how satisfied she looks with herself. There’s a glint in her eyes—and her eyes are some of the strangest I’ve seen, not quite gold, but not brown, with green and . . . light . . . mixed in—that makes me think she likes the fact she’s making me uncomfortable.

      Her Ma calls her Chaos.

      And I can see why.
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      I take another swig of TribeShine—I don’t know how much of this stuff I’ve drank so far, but judging by the tingling feeling creeping through my arms and fingers, I’ve probably had enough.

      All around us, people sway and dance as they talk with their neighbors. Nearly everyone is holding a plate of food or a drink. The younger kids run around, chasing each other, tossing little balloons filled with water.

      “This seems awfully wasteful for the Tribes.” My eyes track Cris’ little brother where he stands with a few girls. He looks nervous. I would be too. Those girls look like they might eat him for breakfast . . . but he might like that once he’s older.

      “I don’t know what you think you know about us, but we do have fun out here, sometimes,” Cris laughs. “Sometimes it’s simple things like watching the sunrise, but we also do stuff like this. The festival is important to us, we can drink away our worries with our neighbors, enjoy our community, our Tribe.” Cris’ face goes soft as she says those words. “If I think hard enough, I can probably tell you everyone here’s name. At least, I can tell you the women’s names.”

      “That’s crazy to me.” I roll my eyes at the sentimentality of it all, but before I can really annoy her about it, a cute brunette comes walking over. Her steps are a little more dance than walk and she nearly tumbles over when she finally gets to Cris.

      “Hey, baby!” she coos as she throws her arms around her.

      Baby?

      “Vanessa,” Cris growls, peeling the girl’s arms from around her neck. It takes everything in me not to laugh as I watch her carefully push the very drunk woman away. “You hate me, remember?”

      The girl pouts her bottom lip out and shakes her head. Regardless of whatever happened between them that has Cris thinking she hates her, it’s clear the drunk doesn’t agree. That’s cute though, that she would remind her.

      Consent is important.

      “I do not,” she whines. “I miss you.”

      “Vanessa,” Cris hisses again, shaking her head. When this Vanessa starts sliding her hands around her waist, she pushes her back a step, a little more firmly than before.

      I wonder what the story is with these two.

      “Fine,” the drunk girl sighs, just as her eyes land on me. “Hi, there.”

      “Not interested,” I laugh before pressing my mouth back to the TribeShine. Fuck it, I thought I’d had enough, but if I’m going to have to watch some girl paw at the girl I want to be pawing at, then I’ll take a bit more.

      Not jealous, I remind myself. Just annoyed.

      She looks taken aback by my forward rejection. Her eyes dance from me to Cris and then back again. Finally, she snarls her lip up. “Oh.”

      There’s so much accusation in that one word—untrue accusation, but neither of us go out of our way to correct what she obviously thinks.

      As she wanders off, obviously upset, Cris looks over at me with a nervous grin.

      “Friend of yours?” I ask her.

      “You could say that,” she groans, tightening her ponytail. When she does, I catch another glimpse of that curve of her breast and I roll my eyes shut. She has to know how exposed she is . . .

      “I don’t like being used in games in other people’s relationships,” I point out as I make eye contact with that same drunk girl across the way. She stands with a few other women now, cutting her eyes back and forth between her friends and us. She’s clearly gossiping.

      “That’s not what happened. There isn’t a relationship, there never was.”

      “Hmmm,” I hum as I walk toward the food table. There’s some kind of meat that smells delicious, but I have no idea what it is. Considering the Colemans fed me bear, it could be any-fucking-thing. It only puts me off a little as I take a bite.

      Just as Cris starts defending herself, a strange bit of light catches me eye. Across the street, between two of the old buildings, the firelight reflects off something metallic.

      Something that doesn’t belong there.

      I go still, even though I try my best not to. I’m drunk. I can’t control my reactions as well as I’d like. My pulse quickens when the reflection catches my eye again, this time in a different spot in the alley.

      “Cris,” I hiss.

      “She’s not a—”

      “Cris!” I snap.

      “What?” she asks, her cheeks flaming red.

      “Get everyone out of here. Now. Try not to be obvious about it. They’re here.” I try to keep myself calm, try to see through the haze of the alcohol in my system, but everything is too warm, too slow, too sloppy.

      This is going to be so bad.

      “They?” she asks, blinking.

      “The guard.”
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      “The guard.”

      My heart pounds in my eardrums as my head whips around, trying to see what Love sees in the dark. I don’t see anything, but I don’t think she’d lie about something like this.

      I don’t think she’d be wrong either. I don’t know exactly what she does in the guard—I wouldn’t understand even if I knew her job title, I don’t really know much about how the Venus Guard works—but I’ve seen her fight. I’ve seen her handle herself and I know she’s capable.

      She’s already saved our asses once.

      I trust her judgment.

      And that means . . . I back away from Love, my stomach flip-flopping as the fear slams into me. Panic thumps in my chest instead of my heart as I search the crowd for my family.

      Vanessa bumps into me and I gasp, my eyes going wide.

      “What is it?” she asks, her cheeks too flushed from drinking, from dancing.

      “Vanessa, you have to go. You have to—”

      “Look, I know you have that new girl but—”

      I shake my head, shoving her as hard as I can. “Get the fuck out of here!” I hiss before I turn back around. Just as my eyes land on Connor, gunfire rings out around us.

      A hand scrapes against my shoulder but I shrug it away, rushing toward my little brother. I have to get him out of here. Before I reach him, he turns toward me.

      “Fuck,” I whimper when his wide eyes meet mine. His hand clutches to his chest, blood seeping through his fingers, soaking the light green t-shirt he wore for the festival.

      It’s his favorite shirt.

      “Connor!” Throwing my arms around him, I catch his weight as he crumples toward the ground. Everything around us is so loud, I can’t make out anything anyone is saying. There’s so much screaming, so many gunshots.

      Connor’s blue eyes stare up into mine, his lips trembling. “Ch—” whatever he was going to say is lost when his eyes roll back in his head, his body seizing in my arms.

      “Ma!” I cry out, tears rushing down my face.

      I don’t know where Ma is.

      Connor is dying.

      He’s dying in my arms and I can’t help him. My hand presses against the wound as he convulses against me, but there’s so much blood. Too much blood.

      I don’t know how long I sit there, staring at my baby brother as chaos breaks out around me. Connor’s convulsions stop and a sob rips from my throat. Because I know.

      I know he’s dead, now.

      “Connor,” I whimper, sobbing into his hair as I rock his body there on the ground. “No, please. God, no.”

      “Ma,” I cry out again, shaking my head as I rock my baby brother in my lap. There’s so much blood.

      So much blood.

      A hand falls on my shoulder and I rear on the idiot stupid enough to interrupt me. In a moment, my knife is out of my boot, pointed toward the brunette.

      “Leave me the fuck—”

      “Cris!” she snaps, her eyes darting between me and the body in my lap. “Cris, we have to go.”

      “I can’t leave him,” I whisper when I realize it’s Love.

      She looks over her shoulder at the crowd scurrying like rats. I only half-see the people falling to the ground around us. I can’t acknowledge them.

      I just can’t.

      “He’s gone, we have to go. Now.” Love grips my arm and drags me to my feet. A new piece of my heart breaks off as I watch Connor’s lifeless form fall to the ground, his head banging against the hard cement.

      “Connor—”

      “Later!” she hisses. “Mourn later. Right now, you fucking have to come with me. Come on.”

      I nod my head, blinking away the tears. It’s like the world re-starts around me. All of a sudden, the gunfire that seemed like background noise is now very real. The screams of everyone around me is very real.

      The chaos, the panic, the running forms falling to the ground as the tiny glint of light flashes from the muzzle of guns. Black uniformed bodies close in around us.

      “Cris!” Love snaps, tugging on me hard just as something hot tears into my shoulder. A pained scream rips from my throat and my hand flies to the torn skin.

      “Fuck!” I snarl as she drags me away from the crowd, away from the gunfire.

      “Let me look at it,” she snaps when we finally reach an alley between two shops. I shake my head. Everything hurts and her tone is too much and this is all—

      “Now.” The cold promise of violence in her voice makes it glaringly obvious she’s going to check the wound whether I allow her to or not. I’d rather not get manhandled in my current state. With a deep breath, I lean my head back against the brick of the building and close my eyes. Tiny little bombs explode under my skin where she touches, as if the nerve endings are trip-wired.

      “Where’re my parents?”

      “It went through,” she sighs. “That’s good at least. Do you feel lightheaded?” she asks as she rips a sleeve off her plaid shirt. I shake my head, wincing as she wraps the cloth around me and ties it.

      “Where are they!” I ask, panicking. I was so caught up in trying to help Connor . . . I didn’t even see them.

      “They didn’t—"

      “Fuck!” I snap, glaring at her. Love opens her mouth but before she can say anything, something grabs me from behind. I struggle against the person, throwing my left elbow out as hard as I can but my right arm is completely useless right now.

      When a hand comes over my shoulder, a handgun pointed toward Love, I do the only thing I can think of.

      I bite the fuck out of it.

      “Shit!” a very male voice roars just before a forearm shoves against my face, pushing me away. As I stumble to the side, Love rushes forward. She only needed that moment of distraction, apparently.

      The scuffle between them doesn’t last long. Love dodges a punch but takes a knee to the stomach, but I watch her hands. Somehow, she managed to get the gun under her control.

      The sickening sound of breaking bone sends a shudder down my spine when she breaks the man’s wrist and angles the gun toward him.

      Then, she pulls the trigger.

      A man. The Venus Guard sent a man to our Tribe. “Isn’t the whole point of the guard that it’s comprised only of women?” I ask as the shock settles in.

      It’s such a dumb thing to concern myself with, right now.

      Love ignores me, obviously agreeing with whatever part of my mind is working that this is a dumb conversation to be having given the circumstances. She takes a moment to take some things from the body. A couple knives, a larger gun hanging from a strap around his neck, and what looks like a med kit fill her arms as she nods down the street.

      “Move.”

      I don’t question her. I follow Love through the streets, farther and farther way from the gunfire until we run into a truck. It’s small, beat up, just a regular pick-up truck that I think belongs to the Torres’.

      “This will work,” she whispers, throwing the door open. As she piles her stolen goods into the middle seat, I climb up into the passenger side. My shoulder is throbbing, and my arm feels strangely light. I don’t know if that’s good or bad, but for some reason I find myself wondering if we should be stealing a vehicle.

      “This is the Torres’—”

      “They won’t need it,” Love sighs as she cranks the key that’s still in the ignition.

      She’s not wrong.

      No one in my Tribe needs anything, anymore. This wasn’t just the retaliation of some rogue unit. No, this was an execution. Those people were sent to exterminate my entire Tribe and I know it. And why was there a man there?

      Where is the guard employing men?

      What the fuck is the Atonement?

      What the fuck did my family die for?

      A shaky sob racks my chest as Love pulls away from Arden, checking the rearview mirror constantly as we make our escape. “They killed my little brother,” I whisper.

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      I know she means it well. I know she’s trying to help, to keep me calm until we’re safe. I can see that. I recognize it.

      I’m grateful for it.

      But she’s full of shit.

      Nothing is okay and nothing will ever be okay again. I can’t imagine anyone else got out. It was pure chaos there. I didn’t even see my parents . . . I was so worried about Connor, I just—

      “Cris?”

      Love’s voice fades in and out as I try to keep my eyes open. My eyes won’t focus on the road ahead of us.

      “Cris!”
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      My teeth sink into my lip as I press my right hand to Cris’ neck. Her pulse isn’t too bad, but I need to properly dress her wound before it gets infected. Carefully, keeping one eye on the empty road ahead of me, I press my hand to the bandage around her shoulder. It’s damp, but not soaked. She shouldn’t have passed out from blood loss, at this rate.

      But then again, she was drinking.

      “Please don’t go into shock,” I mutter. I knew I should have taken the time to fix her up before we left, but I wanted to put as much distance between us and the death squad as fast as possible.

      And that’s what it was—a fucking death squad.

      Those goons weren’t from the guard, they were straight up NRA thugs. Some type of black ops shit I’ve never heard of. The guard doesn’t fuck with men—period. But the idiot I killed back in Arden was definitely a man.

      I shake my head, trying not to think too hard about it. I need to find somewhere safe to pull off and clean Cris up.

      She lost so much tonight. And for what?

      Something called the Atonement that I know nothing about. It’s all kinds of fucked up. I can’t help but think though, as my eyes scan the distance for an exit on this old highway, that the NRA thugs prove me right.

      If this death squad isn’t a part of the Venus Guard, but they were retaliating for the Devils, then someone outside the Venus Guard is in control of Dena Ward’s Sentinel.

      And if I was sent to that sentinel because I crossed the Regent . . .

      My grip on the steering wheel tightens as everything clicks into place despite my best efforts. Roxanne Freestone—or her husband, maybe—is really behind this. I had the thought before . . . but this cements it for me.

      The simplest answer is usually the right one.

      I can’t remember which book I read that in, but it rings true, now.

      Up ahead, there’s an exit that leads to a town with no lights on in any of the old shops lining the street. The advantage of flat land like this is that I can see far, at least. It’s a good tactical advantage.

      Except, it also means anyone behind me can see just as far.

      I quickly pull off and find a spot to tuck the truck between an old fuel station and what looks like a mechanic shop of some kind. Another glance at Cris reveals she’s still knocked the fuck out.

      She doesn’t even flinch when I start rifling through the supplies I lifted off the soldier in Arden. The med kit has some antiseptic, a few gauze patches, and a few pain killers.

      I shake my head and pop open the safety tab on the antiseptic spray. Carefully, I reach over and pull the makeshift bandage away from the wound. Cris doesn’t budge until I spray the antiseptic.

      “What the fuck are you doing?!” she screeches, lurching upward.

      “Stay still,” I hiss, spraying again on the front side of the wound. I rip open one of the gauze packets and start wiping away the bubbling aftermath of the spray, cleaning away the blood around the wound. When it’s finally clean, I spray the wound one more time with the antiseptic and then press an adhesive bandage to it. “I have to do the back.”

      “With the spray?” she whimpers, biting her lip. I know it hurts.

      “You’re doing great,” I assure her, pulling her forward. She groans and leans her head against the dashboard as I repeat the process on the back of her shoulder. She whimpers, but never screams.

      She’s tough.

      I’d have probably cried.

      “All done,” I whisper as I smooth the edges of the adhesive gauze onto the back of the wound. “We’re lucky it went through. If I had to dig it out—”

      “I don’t even want to think about it,” she groans, sitting up. Sweat beads on her forehead and it becomes clear to me just how much she was holding back during our little medical procedure.

      My hand presses against her forehead out of habit and I shake my own head. “We need to get you antibiotics, just in case. If you get an infection—”

      “I know how infections work,” she snaps, shoving my hand away. I hope the warmth coming from her is just from sweating through the pain, but if a fever sets in . . . out here . . . in the middle of nowhere in Tribe country, she’s fucked.

      Cris struggles to sit straight up and stares out the window at the small ghost town. “The next Tribe over should have something. Hannisford has a lot of dairy cows and their vets are basically doctors.”

      I screw my nose up at that, but don’t argue. “I don’t know where to go—”

      “North,” she groans leaning back in the seat again.

      “Here,” I tear open one packet of pain killers and hand them to her. “Chew these tabs, they’ll help. They might knock you out though, so if there’s any directions I need other than North, tell me now.”

      “North will work,” she whispers as she pops the pills into her mouth. “Thank you.”

      I only grunt a response.

      As I pull back onto the highway, Cris nods back off to sleep. The steady thrumming of the wheels beneath the truck is calming, even to me. But I can’t relax completely.

      I’m a traitor now.

      They sent a fucking death squad after me and that Tribe. Or maybe it was just the Tribe . . . fuck, I don’t even know anymore. I could have done so much differently. I can’t help but think of all the ways my life would be different if I’d taken another path.

      If I’d left with Charity . . .

      If I’d stayed in that hallway . . .

      If I’d killed Cris—

      No. I shake my head, glancing at the boonie asleep beside me. I’m driving North with a boonie I don’t even like, all because my conscience got to me? I don’t know why Cris Coleman is the hill I’m going to die on.

      I don’t know if it’s because I slept with her in Dallas . . .

      Or because of the bloodshed in Edgewater and Armistead.

      All I know is, I couldn’t pull the trigger on that girl, even if I wanted to. Even though it means my life is never going to be the same again.

      And I’m completely aware of how stupid that is. Why is her life any more important than Anica Greens? It isn’t. Anica Green had a wife and a whole life to live—and I took it away. It’s hypocrisy. Me knowing this girl doesn’t make her any more of a real person than the other innocent people Ford forced me to kill.

      But I don’t think that clears my slate. I’m pretty sure, if there’s a Hell, I’ll be there for the things I’ve done since I left Dallas.

      All I know for sure is the feeling in my gut hasn’t gone away since I got sent to Dena Ward and Ford’s command. It’s only gotten worse. I’ve always had a sixth sense for bad, even as a child in my Ward Home.

      And there’s more bad coming.
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      My head flies forward then slams back into the headrest, jarring me awake. One hand steadies myself against the dashboard as the other grips the handle of the door. “What the fuck?” I ask, looking around in a panic to see what’s going on.

      Are we being attacked again?

      Am I hurt again?

      My heart bangs against my chest as my eyes fall on Love right as she punches the steering wheel. “Goddamnit.”

      “What?” I ask, pressing my hand flat against my shoulder as I lean over to see what’s wrong with the dash. Several lights blink, a few red and orange lights are static.

      “It’s broken.”

      “Broken?!” I screech, looking around us at the terrain to see how far we’ve made it. I’d say we’re still another twenty miles from Hannisford, if I remember correctly. But I haven’t been there in years.

      “We will have to walk, unless you think we can find a vehicle.”

      “Doubtful,” I groan, reaching into the floorboard to start grabbing up the supplies we have. “The Tribes have scavenged most everything out here. It would have to be new and not many people come out this way. Don’t you know how to fix these things or something?”

      “And why the fuck would I know?” Love growls, tossing things into a bag that was tucked under her seat. I watch carefully as she puts the remainder of the medical supplies and a few extra knives she must have found in the truck into the sack.

      “I don’t know. You’re miss badass Venus Guard, aren’t you, Lance Ward?” I purse my lips against a smile when her eyebrows shoot up her forehead. “Don’t they teach this kind of shit at the sentinel?”

      Love narrows her eyes on me and slams the door open. I’m slower to get out of the truck, my shoulder screaming every time I move. This walk is going to be the fucking death of me.

      “We’ll be sitting ducks along the road,” she points out when I come around the front.

      “We should go through the fields, anyway. I’m pretty sure the fastest way to Hannisford on food is going to be that way.” I point a finger toward the trees at the edge of nearly barren pasture I can see from here. There’s a house there, but I’d bet good credits it’s abandoned.

      “Lead the way,” she huffs as she tucks a pistol into her waist band. I reach down toward my boots and check for my knife. I wasn’t sure if I wore it to the festival, but apparently, I did.

      Thank fuck.

      Scratchy grass whips against my legs as we make our way through the overgrown field. I wish I wore jeans to the festival—I’m going to get bit by something out here.

      Something rustles in the grass to my right and I pause, waiting to make sure we didn’t agitate a snake or something. The last thing we need is more injuries. I wipe at my forehead and glance at the rising sun—it’s just past dawn, it’s only going to get hotter. I need to get to Hannisford before this damn wound winds up infected.

      We should have listened to Love.

      She warned us. She told us her unit wouldn’t let this go, but we still stayed. Even Ma waved off the ordeal like some fluke tragedy. She should have known better!

      Anger and grief fight for dominance in my chest and I swallow the scream building in my throat. I’m so angry at her. Ma was a part of the Venus Guard; she should have known better than to believe whatever fairy tale she painted in her mind that made her think we’d be safe.

      And because she didn’t, Connor is dead.

      But so is Ma . . . I shake my head, trying to dislodge the intrusive thoughts.

      “How are you feeling?” Love asks quietly behind me. She’s too close to my back, and I don’t like it. I’ve never liked anyone breathing down my neck.

      Pushing my legs harder, I try to pick up the pace, but I find myself getting tired much quicker than normal.

      “In pain, obviously.” At least I don’t have a fever. So, I probably won’t die, despite Love’s best efforts to kill me with that shitty first-aid job she did in the truck.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asks again.

      “Do you care?”

      “Of course, I fucking care. I don’t know why. You have no idea what I’ve thrown away to keep you safe, Cris.” Love’s voice is angry, and when her hand comes down on my shoulder, wrenching me around to face her, I’m not surprised by the darkness clouding her eyes.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” I snap.

      “You don’t get to not hear it!” Love’s chest rises and falls with heavy breaths, her anger clearly on the edge of exploding. But I don’t care.

      “They killed everyone I have ever known,” I screech. “My mother. My father. My little brother! Even Vanessa is dead.” Tears build in the corners of my eyes despite my best efforts. As they stream down my face like rain, I shake my head and wipe at my cheeks. “Everyone is dead. It’s like we never existed.”

      “You still exist,” Love whispers, pushing a stray strand of hair back behind my ear. “Your other brother still exists.” I can tell she struggles with those words. I don’t think she’s very used to expressing emotions like a normal person.

      “I—” I shake my head, taking a step back. I didn’t think about that. Liam is still out there, somewhere. He’s alive somewhere, doing who knows what. But he’s alive.

      Blinking through the realization, and the small bit of hope it gives me, I meet Love’s eyes again. Her green eyes sparkle in the twilight between dawn and day, and I can’t help but think she’s beautiful. Even with one sleeve missing from her top.

      I reach forward and rip on the plaid sleeve covering her other arm until it pulls away from the seam at her shoulder.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” she asks, following after me when I start walking again. This time, she walks beside me. Carefully pulling the material around my hairline, I tie it in a knot and shrug.

      “You looked ridiculous with one sleeve missing and I needed a headband for this sweat.”

      “Woman—”

      I chuckle, ignoring her quiet complaints as we make our way through the field. The farmhouse is close now, and I was right. It’s abandoned. The broken windows are the first giveaway, followed closely by the coydog I see scurry out from the basement.

      Wild animals don’t move into occupied homes.

      They don’t feel safe around us.

      “Should we look in there for supplies?” Love asks, adjusting the rifle draped around her shoulders.

      “Everything will be gone already, just like the road.”

      “You boonies sure don’t waste time,” she mutters. “Do you feel nauseous or anything?”

      “No,” I answer quickly. Though, the question about nausea does make my stomach roll a bit. The thought of puking always does. I don’t think I’m sick . . . just hurting.

      “Here,” Love sighs as we pass the house. The woods ahead of us rise up ominously and she looks a bit nervous. “Just in case.” She hands me the pistol from her waistband.

      I wrap my hand around the grip and nod.

      “Do you know how to shoot?”

      Rolling my eyes, I check the chamber and then flip the safety on. “Hunter, remember?”

      Love snickers and leans over to check my bandages. Her face grazes my neck as she inspects the wound and I hold my breath. Why does everything that girl does ooze sex appeal?

      It’s got to be the adrenaline crash.

      The adrenaline crash is why I think the way her breath grazing my skin as she checks on my fucking health is hot.

      Yep.

      The adrenaline crash.
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      My shoulder screams as I push another small tree branch back and walk forward. A small road comes into view just a few meters ahead.

      “There’s a road here,” I caution Love, holding up my hand. Even that small motion hurts. I hope once I get stitched up, the shit stops burning like a damn hot poker is sticking through me.

      “Careful.” Love stops beside me and meets my gaze, a silent order to stay put while she investigates ahead. It must be a local road, but we always took the highway when we went to Hannisford. I’m not familiar with it.

      Love crouches down by a tree near the asphalt and motions me forward. Slowly, I make my way to her, trying to be quiet.

      “You hear that?” she asks when I reach her side.

      Tilting my head to the side, I nod when I finally hear the faint roar of engines. “Yeah.”

      “Someone is coming. We should stay put until they pass, just in case.”

      I don’t argue with her. We could bum a ride if a local is passing through here, but Love is being cautious, and I can respect that. Especially after everything that just happened.

      My hand braces against her back for balance as we crouch down, and she stiffens under my touch. Maybe I shouldn’t have touched her? I guess I don’t really have the right to. I hardly know Love.

      We slept together once, but that doesn’t give me any special—

      Two black trucks come barreling down the road at full speed and my heart sinks into my stomach. It’s them.

      I don’t know if it’s Love’s unit or the people who attacked the festival, but either way, it’s them.

      The enemy.

      They’re the enemy.

      My hand flies to my waist band, tugging the handgun from my shorts as I push off Love’s back. I’ll fucking kill them. I’ll kill every fucking one of them. They took everything from me. My right shoulder screams in pain as I raise my arm to aim at the wheels, but something drags me backward as I launch myself toward the road.

      “Get off of me!” I screech at her, but her hand clamps down over my mouth.

      Love’s green eyes are wide, her face twisted up in a scowl as she looks past me at the road. I struggle against her, but her other arm has me twisted up like a fucking pretzel. I can hardly move at all.

      When the sound of the trucks fade into the distance, she releases me and I stagger back, my lips snarled back in rage. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I scream.

      “Me? What is wrong with me? Are you trying to get us killed?”

      “Everyone else is dead!” I tuck the gun back into my waist band and dig my fingers into my hair, trying to swallow the frustration bubbling past my lips.

      “You want to fucking join them?” she asks, taking a step toward me. “They’re gone, Cris. You can’t—”

      My hand snakes out before I can stop it, my palm cracking against Love’s cheek. The skin blooms red and my shoulder burns. Love’s head snaps back toward me and she grips my hand, twisting it until we’re chest to chest.

      “Let go of me,” I hiss. “You’re hurting my shoulder.”

      “I don’t fucking care,” she spits, staring into my eyes. “You’re going to do something reckless and get us both killed. I swear on anything you can think of, if you waste your goddamn life after I gave up everything to make sure you and yours could live—”

      “But they didn’t!” I scream, jerking at her hold. “They’re dead!”

      “You’re not!” she growls, adjusting her hold on my arm. As her fingers slip down my forearm, I wrench away from her, fighting the tears as they gather in my eyes.

      “I wish I was,” I whisper.

      Love’s fingers twine in my hair and jerk me backward, until my back is pressed against her chest. “Don’t you dare,” she growls, tilting my head to the side. My scalp screams as she tugs on my hair, but between the anger and the emotion, all the heat inside me ends up pooling between my legs as she leans her mouth down to my ear. “You’re going to live, Cris Coleman.”

      “Why?” I ask, trembling as her free hand comes around my chest, holding me tight against her body. She doesn’t grab my tits, but damn if some part of me doesn’t wish she would.

      “Because I gave up everything for you, and I’m selfish.”

      “Why—”

      “I don’t fucking know,” she snaps, and her lips brush against my ear. An involuntary sigh escapes my lips at the small touch and Love stills behind me. Her chest rises and falls with her breaths against my back, and then her hand digs into my breast, holding on for dear life. “I don’t know,” she murmurs again, tracing her tongue across my earlobe this time.

      “You should have just killed me,” I gasp, trying to ignore the fire she traces across my neck with her breath every time she speaks. The wet tongue against my ear doesn’t help, it only pushes me further, urging me to roll my hips back against her.

      In one motion, Love turns me around, her hand still firmly gripping my hair and forces me to look up at her. She’s furious—and horny. I can tell the flush on her cheeks is from more than just her anger.

      Crack!

      Her palm falls against my cheek and my eyes go wide. It’s not hard enough to hurt me, not really, but the fact that she hit me sends my rage to a new level. I swing my fist toward her, but she cranes my neck away from her before I can connect, toying with me.

      When I stop, she brings me back, and smirks at me. “Are you done?”

      “Fuck you!” I snarl, raising my hand again. This time, she lets me slap her. And something about the sting of flesh on flesh sends me over the edge. My fingers slip into her hair, tugging her face closer to mine.

      There’s no hesitation.

      No holding back.

      Our lips crash together like the train wreck we both are. All the fury in my chest and the heat in my core meld together into something unrecognizable. I can’t stand Love.

      I hate her for bringing this bullshit into my life.

      Some small piece of me recognizes that’s unfair, that this isn’t actually her fault, that she’s done the best with the options she was given . . . but the bigger piece of me, the part in control, sinks her teeth into Love’s lips.

      Fuck understanding.

      “Goddamnit,” she snaps, turning us until she slams my back into a tree. The bark scratches my exposed lower back, and the hard surface digs into my injured shoulder. But the pain just spurs me on.

      I push at her pants, tugging on the button until they come loose, and I can push them down. Her tongue slides against mine, her breath coming in short pants as her hands caress my bare tits beneath my crop top.

      “I hate you,” I gasp as my fingers slip between her wet folds.

      “You’re fucking toxic,” she whimpers, tweaking my nipple until my head rolls back against the tree trunk.

      “I—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Coleman,” she hisses, grinding her pussy against my hand. I rub her clit in steady circles, teasing her. She can wait. But when I finally rub a fingertip across her slit, she shakes her head. “Touch me not,” she hisses, and my eyebrows hitch up my forehead.

      I didn’t know Love is a touch me not. Flashes of our night in Dallas light up my memory and it’s hard not to smirk. I don’t remember her having any boundaries that night, actually. I don’t know her reasonings though, and I don’t question them out loud. Instead, I focus more energy on circling her clit, teasing the sensitive bud. It doesn’t take long until she’s shaking against me, her fingers digging into my neck.

      I smirk against her lips and she narrows her eyes. “You’re not fucking funny,” she snarls.

      “Watch your tone,” I snap back.

      Love sinks to her knees and yanks my shorts down my thighs. Before I can say anything, her face is buried between my legs, her tongue darting over my clit as I roll my hips against her face.

      “Be still,” she commands, bracing her hands against my thighs to hold me still. I chew my lip, hating her for the order. But for some reason . . . I obey.

      I’ve never considered myself submissive.

      But something about the way Love bosses me around sends little shocks of pleasure down my spine. Anger coated pleasure . . . but pleasure, nonetheless.

      As her tongue swirls against my clit, her fingers work in and out of my core, curling roughly against my g-spot.

      “Fuck!” I whimper, pulling on her hair, guiding her mouth where I want it. She growls against my pussy, her fingernails digging into my thighs. She’s going to leave marks, but I don’t care.

      I couldn’t care less.

      Right now, all I can think about is the edge of this cliff I’m standing on, my breath crashing against my ribs, strangling my lungs as I try not to scream. Her thrusts are as rough as anything else between us has been.

      Angry.

      And that’s what I need . . . anger. Anything softer might break me.

      I yank her head back hard, just for good measure and groan as she drags her mouth up my waist to my chest. Love pauses on my tits, pushing my cropped t-shirt up so she can twirl her tongue around my pebbled nipple. When she closes her mouth around the sensitive flesh, I nearly come undone.

      My hips buck against her hand, forcing her fingers deeper even as she adds another digit.

      “Fuck,” I pant, tugging on her hair.

      Our mouths meet in a clash of violence. She sucks on my lip until I’m sure it’ll bruise. Our tongues explore each other, darting, dancing, tasting . . .

      Everything gets bright . . . too bright.

      “Cum for me, Cris,” she whispers against my lips, dragging her teeth over the sensitive skin to punctuate her command.

      And I do.

      I break against her.

      As I shudder in her arms, she chuckles against my lips. “Good girl.”

      My eyes slide shut, forcing everything into darkness. Everything is too bright. Panting against the tree trunk, all my anger spent, I’m left with nothing but aftershocks and bruises.

      I push away from the bark and slowly pull up my shorts, cursing the burning in my shoulder. I don’t look at Love as I cross the road and head toward Hannisford. I don’t listen to whatever it is she’s hissing at me as she stumbles to catch up.

      I just want to get to a damn doctor and be done with this.

      Done with her.

      Done with all of it.

      How fucking dare she?
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      When we stumble into Hannisford, I’m not shocked to find the square mostly empty. It’s the middle of the day and everyone is likely working their land. I wipe a hand across my brow and look down the street toward the one person who is out and about—an old woman.

      “Careful,” Love warns as I walk toward the woman.

      “It’s just an old lady,” I sigh, trying not to let her annoy me. I don’t know what to do with this heat between us. On one hand, I desperately need an outlet for everything that’s building inside me—all this frustration and rage—but I don’t trust Love.

      Which is strange.

      I should trust her with my life . . . she’s proven she can and will keep me alive. But I don’t trust her, not really.

      I don’t trust her motives. I don’t trust who she is. I’m not used to this . . . complexity. Everything has always been simple for me. Even my toxic relationship with Vanessa was simple at the end of the day: she loved me, I didn’t love her, but we loved fucking each other.

      I’m such an ass.

      “Hey th—Are you fucking bleedin’?” the old woman gasps as I get closer. She jogs toward me, and once she’s in my face, I realize she isn’t an old woman at all. She can’t be any older than my Ma, she just has white hair.

      Weird.

      “Uh,” I glance to the bandage on my shoulder and take a step back before she can touch it. “Yes. I’m looking for a doctor. You guys have a vet here in Hannisford, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” she answers slowly, narrowing her eyes on Love as she comes up beside me. “Who are you? And what kind of trouble are you all in?”

      “I uh—”

      “Can we tell you while she’s being fixed up?” Love asks, her voice more than a little impatient.

      I wince at the impoliteness, but smile at the woman, hoping she will excuse Love’s brashness.

      “I could really use the help,” I add. “I can pay.”

      “Alright,” she mutters, waving me toward a truck parked on the side of the street. “I’m Ella. I handle all the butchering in Hannisford—” she looks directly at Love as she continues “—so if you think about starting any trouble, just know, I’ll carve you up and be good at it.”

      “You won’t get any trouble from us,” I answer before Love can. “I just need to see a doctor. I’m from Arden.”

      “Arden? That’s not far. How’s O’Malley doing?”

      My face falls before I think better of it and Ella’s hand hesitates on the door to the truck. “Well,” she whispers, shaking her head. “Let’s get you to Doc, and see what we can do about that bleeding shoulder of yours.”

      I glance down at the bandage, sighing when I see how much red is weeping through. No wonder I feel like shit. As Love and I climb into the passenger side of the truck, Ella cranks it and looks at me out of the corner of her eye.

      “Is it a bullet hole?”

      “Yes,” I answer honestly.

      “Your friend there, she has a gun,” she says. She didn’t ask a question.

      “I have a gun, too. She took it from the man who shot me.”

      “Some cock did this to you?!” she screeches, pulling out into the road. When I just nod my head, she shakes hers. “What’s your name?”

      “Chaos Coleman,” I answer out of habit. “April Coleman’s daughter.”

      “Don’t know her,” she admits with a shrug.

      “That’s okay,” I whisper, gripping my knees.

      “How far is it to this Doc?” Love asks, leaning around me to look at Ella.

      “Couple miles. I hope she’s home.”

      “Fuck,” Love groans, but as she leans back against her seat, she meets my gaze and cinches her eyebrows together. “You good?” she mouths.

      I nod my head and stare out the windshield at the long winding dirt road ahead of us. I don’t want her pity. I don’t want anyone’s pity.

      I want . . .

      Justice. For the first time since we left Arden, I can put a name to the feeling in my gut. It’s the result of injustice and I want to remedy it. I want to bring the assholes responsible for massacring my tribe to justice.

      Justice.

      Faces flash behind my lids as they slide shut. So many faces . . . Ma, Da, Connor, Vanessa, Maria . . . so many lives lost for nothing. We were attacked by the Venus Guard. We were slaughtered by the Venus Guard.

      The people meant to protect us killed my entire tribe.

      And I want revenge.

      Justice. Revenge. Same fucking thing.
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      I wince as the doctor stitches my skin back together, her eyes glued to the hole in my shoulder. “Fucking hell,” I groan.

      “Well, of course it hurts,” she snaps. “Bodies aren’t supposed to have extra holes, girl. Now, what happened to you?”

      “Yeah, answer the doctor,” Ella adds, crossing her arms where she sits on the counter. Love leans against the wooden wall, smoother her hands against her dark brown hair.

      I’m not sure how Doc even sees in this lighting, it’s so dim in here.

      “Well?” Doc asks, moving around to the back of my shoulder to continue her work. Her red hair is pulled up in the most immaculate bun, and she’s even wearing gloves.

      Like an actual doctor.

      Crazy.

      “The Venus Guard attacked Arden,” I begin on a shaky breath. I’m not sure if it’s the pain of the stitches or the weight of what I’m about to say, but my chest feels tight and no matter how much air I gulp, it’s like my lungs won’t fill.

      “The guard . . . attacked—”

      “Arden,” I supply, meeting Ella’s eyes.

      “For what? What did you all do?” Doc asks, her hands steadily moving against my back as she works.

      “Nothing!” I growl, turning my head over my shoulder to try and meet her eye, but all it earns me is a hand to the back of my head.

      “Be still,” she hisses. “You’ll end up with more holes in you, if you don’t. I don’t understand why the guard would attack a Tribe. It’s not like Arden has ever done anything militant. The Christians, I could kind of understand, but Arden?”

      I shake my head, swallowing the sob building in my chest.

      “We pushed them out, but they came back and killed everyone . . . Love got me out.”

      “Love? Your friend there?” Doc asks, spraying something along the wound that burns—an antiseptic probably.

      “Yeah, that’s Love.”

      “Hi,” she murmurs from her place at the wall. Her eyes meet mine and I drop her gaze quickly, not wanting to see whatever emotion those jade eyes hold right now.

      “Isn’t she guard?” Ella asks, waving to rifle hanging from her neck.

      “I was a part of the unit that attacked Arden,” she admits, her lips a thin line.

      “But she was the one who saved us,” I quickly add when Ella stands up from the counter, her fists balling up at her side. “She was ordered to execute me and my family, and instead she shot her own people.”

      “Why would you do that?” Doc asks, coming around in front of me to face Love.

      “Because it was wrong, what they were doing,” she whispers, shaking her head. Love doesn’t look at either of the women as they throw question after question at her, she just keeps staring at me. I can’t hold her eyes, though.

      Why can’t I trust her?

      “How many Tribes have they done this in?” Ella asks, ruffling her white hair.

      Love swallows hard and nods her head, turning toward the door. “Too many.” With that, she steps outside, and I’m left gaping with two women I know even less than I know her.

      “Shit,” Doc mutters, tugging her too-long shirt down around her hips. “Is your friend going to be alright?”

      “I don’t know her very well,” I admit. “I’m not sure—”

      “This kind of thing can leave psychological trauma, even if there’s no physical wounds. If either of you starts having trouble with sleep, or seeing things, you come see me—or any doctor—before it gets worse.”

      I nod my head, wincing as the muscles in my shoulder tense and the stitches pull a bit.

      “Here,” she sighs, digging through a bag on the counter. She fishes out a pack of pain tabs and hands them to me. “No more than four daily, or you’ll regret it.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I murmur. “How much do I owe you?”

      Doc shakes her head and Ella just laughs. “You have bigger things to worry about right now, Chaos Coleman. Let’s go, you’ll need to tell the whole council what you told us.” The white-haired woman swishes her mouth to the side when she’s done speaking, as if considering something.

      “You’re on the Tribal Council here?”

      “Me and Doc? Yeah. C’mon,” she sighs.

      “I’ll meet you there, Ella. I’m going to go around and let everyone know what’s going on.”

      “Good thinking,” Ella nods, heading out the door.

      As I follow her outside, I find myself looking for Love. When I finally spot her, she’s got her head leaned over the back of the truck, her hands covering her face.

      “Keep an eye on that one,” Ella whispers. “Remember what Doc said.”

      “I will,” I murmur. My chest squeezes in Love’s direction, but I don’t know how to help her. I never thought about how it might have affected her to have to see the things she did—how it might have affected her to have to kill those women in Arden.

      “Hey,” I whisper as I come up beside her.

      “Hi.”

      “They’re calling a Council meeting. They want me to tell them what happened in Arden.”

      “That’s good, you can warn them. That way, if the guard shows up here, they’ll know better—”

      My eyes narrow and my hands clench into fists. “No one is going to just roll over and show their belly out here, Love.”

      “Then they’ll end up like Arden,” she murmurs. Love takes a long look at me, then shakes her head and walks around the truck to slide into the passenger side. As I walk around, I meet Ella’s eyes in the rearview mirror through the back window, and I know she heard every word.

      “Keep an eye out on that one.”

      Fucking how?
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      I watch as people arrive in the center of town by truck, cart, and on foot. A low roar of murmuring can be heard as what looks like the entire population of Hannisford comes to a rest in front of the butcher shop.

      “I thought I was supposed to speak with the Council?” I ask Ella with wide eyes.

      “It looks like Doc thought everyone should hear this,” she shrugs. “She’s not wrong.”

      I shake my head, scanning the crowd. So many faces stare back at me, questions written in their expressions. A blonde head of hair catches my attention and my eyes follow a young man as he moves between the bodies of his neighbors.

      I know it isn’t Liam—he’s too short—but my heart gives a familiar leap as he crosses my mind. Without thinking, I turn toward Ella and tap her on the shoulder. “Has anyone new come through here, recently? A guy named Liam?”

      “Liam?” she cinches her eyebrows together and shakes her head. “No, not that I know about, anyway. Why? Is a part of—”

      “No!” I rush out, waving my hands frantically. “No, no, nothing like that. He’s my brother, is all.”

      “Oh,” she murmurs. Her eyes soften and she lays a hand on my uninjured shoulder. “If I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”

      I don’t know what assumptions she made when she heard those words, but the look in her eye tells me she understands the sentiment. Perhaps, she has a family, too.

      “Alright,” Doc calls out as she strolls through the crowd, her hands clasped in front of her waist. The woman commands attention, like some kind of governor. She might have missed her calling by being a small-town vet out in the Tribes. “This is Chaos Coleman from Arden, and everyone here needs to listen to what she has to say.”

      “Who is she?” someone calls out, and my throat tightens.

      “I fucking told you who she is, Brenda,” Doc snaps, pointing to a hefty woman in the crowd. “Shut up and listen.”

      Several people chuckle and turn their focus toward the sidewalk where I stand in front of the butcher shop. Ella pats my back, nudging me forward, and Love just nods her head.

      “H-hi,” I mumble. “I made my way to Hannisford to get Doc’s help because the Venus Guard attacked my Tribe.” I swallow, waiting for the reaction those word will get.

      “What?”

      “The guard?”

      “Arden has been attacked?”

      “How did you get out?” The voice comes from a tall man at the center of the crowd, his eyes narrowed with a little girl sitting on his shoulders. I tilt my chin in the air and continue, trying desperately not to shake as I speak.

      “One of their unit turned on them and got me out, she saved my life. We beat them out of town, but they came back. They’re taking land from the Tribes—”

      “Taking land?” The woman steps forward as she speaks, her long brown hair swaying around her hips. Her green eyes stand out against her brown skin, like emeralds waiting to be scooped up. “From the Tribes? What for?”

      “Something called the Atonement,” I answer. “But I’m not sure what that means, really. They claimed they were investigating Rattler activity, but that’s a lie. The Rattlers never come to Arden.”

      “They don’t bother the Tribes at all,” Ella interrupts, shock on her face. “They might bother people on the road, but they never come in the Tribes.”

      “I know. The guard knows that too, I bet.”

      “What happened in Arden?” The brown skinned woman asks, taking yet another step toward me. She must be on the Council.

      “They slaughtered everyone. They came back during the Harvest Festival and they gunned everyone down like fucking coydogs,” I stammer, choking on the tears clogging my throat.

      “It’s alright, child,” the brown skinned woman murmurs, stepping up to face me. She wraps her arms around me, hugging me close and something about that motherly touch pushes me over the edge. My face sinks into her shoulder and I sob, recounting the horrific things I witnessed.

      “My little brother died—” I whisper.

      “Shh,” she murmurs, petting my hair. “Calm yourself. Don’t lose your message to your pain.”

      Those words stab me in the gut like a knife, and I nod my head, sniffing as I lean back and wipe at my nose.

      “I can’t believe the guard would do something like that,” someone calls out.

      “Ask her,” I snap, pointing to Love. “She’s the guard who saved me.”

      Love stiffens, but slowly nods. “It’s true. All of it. Except, I don’t think the people who shot up the festival are a part of the guard. They’re not from the unit I was in, anyway—or the sentinel we were based out of. I’m pretty sure they were sent directly by the NRA.”

      A collective gasp sweeps through the people around us, followed quickly by quiet murmuring.

      “Why do they want our land?!”

      “They want it for something called the Atonement,” I repeat, still unsure of what that really means. “But it doesn’t matter why they want it. It’s not theirs to take. And if they’re willing to kill for it, that means everyone in the Tribes is in danger.” I take a deep, steadying breath, prepared to launch into something that resembles a Revolution Day speech when someone speaks up from the front of the crowd.

      “We could go to Dallas and Kansas City. We can protest it.”

      “Protest it?” I laugh. “They killed my family. They killed my entire Tribe. Protesting doesn’t do anything in the face of violence like that. We need to rally together and be prepared to defend ourselves.” I stand a little straighter, look at the women standing behind me—at Ella, at Love—then look the woman in the eye as I address her.

      “We need to be able to attack, if we really want to defend ourselves. If our government is this corrupt, we can’t let it stand. They want to wipe us out and take what’s ours. We have to do something about it. We have to hold someone accountable for Arden.”

      My heart thuds in my chest as a cacophony of sound clashes around me. Various agreements and rebuttals sound all at once. Some of the people seem to agree with me—Doc nods her head supportively—but others disagree.

      “Sometimes things go bad, even in the guard,” a woman says, loudly above the other voices around her. “Arden could have been a bad mission. If things go sideways, people get hurt. I don’t think it’s right to turn our back on our government just because of one isolated incident.”

      My cheeks flame hot as I stare at the woman. She’s probably a veteran and doesn’t want to think her people are capable of something like this.

      But I’ve seen it.
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      Listening to Cris rile these boonies up, getting them all hyped up to go wave signs in the cities like that’s going to make a difference makes me want to roll my eyes. I don’t. But it takes every ounce of self-control I have to resist the urge.

      But then, Cris says something that makes me stand up a little straighter.

      She says something that tugs at some instinct deep within me to protect her—as if that’s my damn job.

      “We need to be able to attack, if we really want to defend ourselves. If our government is this corrupt, we can’t let it stand. They want to wipe us out and take what’s ours. We have to do something about it. We have to hold someone accountable for Arden.”

      Her cheeks get red as she speaks, her blonde hair flying in the soft wind that seems to always be present out here in the Tribes. With no buildings or mountains to stop it, it makes sense. Still, looking at her, I realize something:

      Cris Coleman is ferocious.

      She’s a fighter. She isn’t going to take what happened to her people lying down and I respect that. I’d prefer she didn’t rush at armed women with nothing but a knife or go after fully loaded assault trucks with only a pistol, but I respect the fight in her heart.

      She would have made a good guard, actually.

      April might haunt my ass for even thinking it.

      The crowd grows unruly as Cris’ words sink in. Some of them nod their heads, some cheer their agreement, but others aren’t so quick to believe the NRA—or the guard—could be guilty of something like this.

      It’s hard when you realize you’re a part of a malicious machine.

      “Sometimes things go bad, even in the guard,” a woman says, loudly above the other voices around her. “Arden could have been a bad mission. If things go sideways, people get hurt. I don’t think it’s right to turn our back on our government just because of one isolated incident.”

      My eyes narrow on the woman and I step away from the brick wall I’ve been leaning against, brushing my hands down the filthy shirt I was wearing at the festival.

      “Sometimes things go bad, you’re right, lady. But that isn’t what happened here. Arden needs to be avenged, but so do so many other Tribes. Just the unit I was a part of wrecked three Tribes over the past few weeks before we reached Arden. Now,” I shake my head as eyes turn to me, my heart thundering in my chest. “I know I’m wrong, and honestly, I don’t think I can handle hearing it from any of you, so keep it to your fucking self. But things I saw, the things I did under that command—it wasn’t a mistake. It was war.”

      “War?” she spits.

      “War,” I snarl, taking another step forward until I’m standing beside Cris. My fingers find the belt loops of her jean shorts, gripping them as I hold eye contact with the surly old broad asking the questions. “Coleman is right. The only way to put a stop to something like that is to strike back.”

      “Why would they do something like this?” the woman asks, recognition flashing in her eyes as she looks me over. I can tell she served a combat route. She probably went up against the gangs, or maybe she patrolled the southern border. I don’t know, but I can tell she’s seen some shit. And I can tell she knows I’m being honest.

      I glance to Cris before I continue, scratching my head nervously. “The Regent—Roxanne Freestone—is at the very least being abused by her husband. Worst case scenario, based on what I heard when I was guarding her quarters, she’s being controlled by him.”

      I wince as pandemonium breaks out among the Tribesfolk. The only way Cris is going to survive this is if we take down the dumb bitch who started it. We can’t just fight the idiots Freestone is sending to do her dirty work—we have to expose the New Republic of America to the citizens.

      Swallowing hard, I ignore the rapid-fire questions and keep talking, clinging to that belt loop on Cris’ shorts.

      “Protesting sounds great, it sounds easy, but it’ll get all of you killed. You’ll get taunted until one of you—just one—does something even remotely aggressive, and then the entire demonstration will be wiped out. It’s an easy enough tactic to deploy. Any former guards who are present can attest to that, I’m sure.”

      A few grunts and head nods spur me on.

      “We have to expose them for what they’re doing. We need to expose Freestone, expose the units attacking the Tribes. If we can find a concrete connection between the two, even better, but it can’t be coincidence that only a week after I learned what I did about the Regent, I was assigned to the unit that attacked Arden.”

      “I don’t really believe in coincidences,” Doc says calmly, nodding her head. “This is . . . more than what you made it sound like, before, Ms. Coleman.”

      “I know,” Cris groans. “But it sounds so farfetched, I didn’t want to—”

      “I get it,” Doc interrupts, turning toward Ella and a woman whose name we haven’t learned yet. “We’re thankful for the information. I don’t know what a small dairy Tribe can really do for this . . . movement you’re starting—”

      “Anything you can do is helpful,” Cris rushes out, looking at each of the women in charge. This is the Tribal Council of Hannisford, by the looks of it. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” she admits, speaking to everyone present. “But if we get this information into the right hands, we can make a difference.”

      And I believe she can, I realize.

      I believe Cris can do just about any fucking thing. Slowly, everyone in the crowd seems to see it, too. She talks on and on about handing the information to the right people, ending this, and going back to normal life.

      But I think Doc and Ella see what I see, their eyes are glued to her just like mine were a moment ago.

      She’s a leader.

      Somehow, this boonie with an attitude is what’s going to lead us through this. I just have to keep her alive while she does it.

      And she’s right.

      The spread of information—especially truthful information—is one of the key steps to destabilizing any government. If our history lessons at the sentinel taught me anything, it’s that.

      “But we will need help,” Cris finishes.

      “I don’t know what we can provide you all with, but you have it,” Doc murmurs, and the other two Councilwomen nod their heads in agreement.

      Cris thinks she’s recruiting these people to take up this cause she’s starting, but I can see it, already.

      They’re not going to take up the fight for her.

      They want her to lead it.
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      “Let’s get you some antibiotics for the road,” Doc murmurs to Cris and I nod my head.

      “She will need some. I’m worried about infection.”

      “Let me do my job,” the older woman snaps and I narrow my eyes. “We’ll get you two a vehicle, too. You can’t walk across the NRA like that, you’ll end up dead.”

      “Is there a communicator here? I need to call someone.”

      “Who?” Cris asks, raising her eyebrows. She’s high on the reaction she got from that speech, I can tell. But I need to figure out our next move. We can’t stay here forever. We have to get on the move before the guard finds us.

      “I know someone—” my tongue twists into a knot as I try to explain who Charity is. I don’t want to get into it. I don’t know why, but the idea of explaining my ex to Cris is just . . . terrifying.

      Especially since she’s hardly looked at me since we fucked.

      “You know someone?” she asks, tilting her head to the side.

      “Someone who can help us get this information out, and who might be able to help us figure out our next move.”

      “Oh,” Cris murmurs, her eyebrows scrunching together as Doc tugs on her arm. “Okay.”

      “There’s a communicator at the schoolhouse. It’s not the best quality, but it should do,” Ella murmurs, pointing to the building down the street. Cris looks over her shoulder at me as she moves away with Doc. I feel like she has more questions that what she asked, but I’m glad I don’t have to answer them right now.

      Talking to Charity will be hard enough, but she’s the only person I can think of who can navigate the channels in the way I need. The only one I trust, anyway.

      Once Cris disappears into the shop, I jog down the street toward the schoolhouse. The door is unlocked—fucking boonies—so I let myself in.

      It doesn’t take long to find the communicator. It lies on the desk I assume belongs to the teacher; the keypad flipped open from the last call made. Charity’s teladdress isn’t something I’ve forgotten, yet.

      Thank fuck.

      I tap in the corresponding numbers and wait until a voice crackles on the other end.

      “Hello?”

      My heart sinks in my stomach as the sound of her voice washes through me. That voice used to mean so much: safety, love, comfort, the future.

      Now it just means hope.

      “Charity?” I ask, looking around the room as I wonder if her calls are being monitored. It’s not like I’d be able to see a line-tap. But somehow, looking around nervously makes me feel like I’m doing something.

      “Love?” she gasps. “Where are you?” she screeches, and I wince as the sound assaults my ear. “Wait, no, don’t answer that. Are you okay? They’ve got your face plastered on every broadcast in Dallas. They’re calling you a terrorist, a traitor—”

      “I figured,” I groan, pinching the bridge of my nose. I need her to focus, I don’t want to be on the phone for too long. Charity is brilliant—she’s always been a wizard with whatever tech she could get her hands on. It’s one of the many reasons I never understood her leaving the guard. She could have ranked up well past commission, just by utilizing her tech skills.

      “What did you do?” she asks carefully.

      “The right thing, Charity,” I sigh. “I did the right thing for once and it got all kinds of fucked up. Can you help us?”

      “Help how?”

      “Can we meet?”

      The line goes quiet and my pulse pounds in my ears, drowning out the sound of the lights buzzing in the small classroom. She could say no, and I wouldn’t really blame her if she does. It’s dangerous to get involved in something like this.

      She doesn’t even have all the information. I know better than to talk about it over comms. Charity has probably secured her line, but this is a public use communicator and who knows who is listening . . .

      “Deep KC, you remember where?”

      My eyes slide shut as I try to remember what Charity told me about her time in Deep KC. She was born there . . . her mother owned a bar . . .

      “Yes,” I rush out. Ace’s. “Poker night.”

      “Wh—oh, yes! That’s right.”

      She told me about the bar when we were playing poker with some of our unit. I accused her of cheating because she somehow managed to get a pair of aces after every shuffle.

      “It’s in my blood. My mom’s bar was called Ace’s, after all.”

      I still think she was cheating, but whatever.

      “Be safe,” she murmurs just before the call disconnects. I lay the communicator down and blow out a shaky breath. I don’t want to go to Deep KC. It’s dangerous there.

      At least we won’t have to worry about the guard showing up or seeing us, though.

      As I make my way through the schoolhouse and back out onto the street, I look around Hannisford for some kind of sign I’m doing the right thing. I don’t really believe in a higher power, but if there is one, some sort of heads up that going to one of the most dangerous places in the NRA is the right move would be great.

      Because fuck that place.

      But I don’t get any sort of sign from the great beyond. No ghosts come to my side to tell me what decision to make—or to validate the ones I’ve already made. Instead, all I can see is Cris walking beside Doc with a small bottle in her hand.

      She looks toward me, her lips curving with whatever she’s telling the older woman and I realize I can’t look away. Maybe I do want to keep her safe for selfish reasons.

      Maybe she’s right about me.

      I’m not shit, apparently, I chastise myself silently.

      “Hey,” she calls out as I get closer, tucking the small bottle into her shorts. “Doc said we can stay at her house tonight. Ella is going to find us that vehicle.”

      “Great,” I murmur.

      “How did you conversation with your secret friend go?”

      We follow Doc toward her cart. I climb up into the back first and offer Cris my hand, smiling when she takes it without any attitude. Maybe she can be easy sometimes.

      “The secret conversation?” she reminds me as she plops down on the wooden floor. I take a seat across from her, leaning my back against the wooden slats.

      “We’re going to meet her in Deep KC. I guess she moved back there.”

      “Who is this friend of yours?”

      “A girl I know from the guard,” I stammer. It’s not a lie, I did meet Charity in the guard. I rub the back of my head and shrug, glancing way from Cris’ face to the road ahead of us. “She got out a while back and she’s always been good with tech. She’ll be able to help.”

      “Do you trust this friend of yours?” Doc asks over her shoulder as she steers the horse pulling the cart.

      “Yeah.”

      “Doc is right . . . how do you know it’s not going to be some kind of ambush?” Cris eyes go wide and the fear I see there sets my teeth on edge. “Those people they sent to Arden—”

      “Charity wouldn’t ever participate in something like that. She thinks conscription is slavery. If she knew I didn’t stand up sooner, she’d probably slit my throat herself.”

      “She sounds like a good girl,” Doc laughs.

      Cris eyes me carefully as the horse trots down the path toward Doc’s farmhouse. “She can’t be that good if she’s hanging out in Deep KC. There’s nothing there but a bunch of lawless heathens,” she sniffs.

      “And how would you know, exactly? Have you ever been?”

      “Well, no. But Da told us—”

      “You can’t always trust other peoples’ experiences, Cris,” I sigh.

      “She’s right and you know it,” Doc snorts as the horse comes to a stop outside her house. “There’s not a single person in Deep KC who wouldn’t murder someone if they thought it would get them further in life.”

      Cris sticks her tongue out at me and I narrow my eyes before jumping over the side of the cart, leaving her to get her own self down from the back. I’m not in the mood for any of this.

      “Go on inside,” Doc points up the stairs. “Go through the kitchen and you’ll find my bathroom. You girls need a bath and some rest. Especially Chaos, there.”

      She adjusts her bun and then leads the horse away once Cris makes her way to the ground. “She’s just going to let two strangers sleep in her house?” I ask as we walk into the empty home. It feels strange to be in someone else’s personal space without them supervising.

      “I mean, she’s right. We need to get cleaned up and we could use some rest. I know I’m exhausted. I think those antibiotics Doc gave me are kicking my ass.”

      “They do that,” I mutter, making my way through the kitchen. My hand hovers on the door to the bathroom—it still feels wrong to enter a private area without some kind of—

      Cris pushes the door open and rushes inside, smiling at me before she closes the door again. “Dibs!”

      “What the fuck,” I groan, pushing on the door, but it’s locked.

      “Early bird gets the worm and all that,” she calls through the door, her voice muffled by the thick wood. I take a step back and peer around the kitchen when the sound of running water sounds from the other side.

      The refrigerator is just there, and I’m starving, but I don’t dare open it without permission. Finally, I sit down at the wooden table and rest my head on my arms, waiting for my turn to wash up.

      “She steal the shower first?” Doc says, startling me. I didn’t hear her come in.

      “Huh?”

      “Did you fall asleep?” she asks, smirking.

      “Maybe,” I admit, rubbing my face.

      “Doc!” Cris hisses from the doorway behind us. We both turn around to find Cris peeking out the door, wrapped in a towel. “Do you have anything that might fit? This top is ruined.”

      “Maybe,” she laughs.

      My cheeks flush when she steps out into the kitchen, tucking the towel carefully under her armpit so it doesn’t show anything. How does that girl manage to be so effortlessly sexy?

      “I’ll get you something, too, Love. Go get clean. Dinner will be ready in an hour or so.”

      “Thank you,” I mumble, my eyes dropping to the floor as I rush past Cris and into the bathroom.
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      My fingers snag in my blonde hair and I cinch my eyebrows together. My hair has never had any curl to it, but it’s thick enough to tangle and get on my nerves every time I wash it. And I had to scrub it. There were bits of dirt and dried blood clogged in the strands that took ages to scrub out.

      “The food is great, thanks,” I murmur, looking across the table to Love before my eyes slide to Doc. “It was kind of you to take us in tonight.”

      “You have to rest to heal, and you’re my patient now, whether I like it or not.”

      Love snorts and I cut my eyes toward her as I take another bite of the beef and rice. “Do you slaughter a lot of your cows?”

      “No,” Doc laughs. “But I get paid in meat, a lot. So, enjoy your meal and get seconds if you want it. There’s plenty.”

      I’ve never heard anyone say those words in the Tribes before. There’s plenty. Everything in Arden has always been so lean—especially with meat. But while we only have one chicken farm and one beef ranch, Hannisford is full of cows.

      But I guess, to me, the girl who has to hunt for meat . . . it feels like extravagance.

      “It’s delicious,” Love says with a grin. I don’t mention the bear meat, or her lack of enthusiasm at that meal, although it’s still very much at the front of my mind. She’s spoiled and ungrateful.

      We eat the rest of our meal in tempered silence, interrupted only occasionally by Doc when she asks a question about our plans going forward. Love doesn’t say much about her friend in Deep KC—not that I blame her. We don’t know if, or when, the guard will show up here, so the less they know, the better.

      Though, I’m not sure they’d torture secrets out of civilians.

      Well . . . I was pretty sure they’d never murder civilians either, but that happened. My hand goes still above my plate, my eyes blinking back the tears that gather in my eyes as the thoughts of my family creep in on me.

      Grief is such a strange thing.

      I know I miss them.

      I know what happened to them was terrible.

      But I can’t acknowledge it twenty-four seven. I just can’t. It’s this all-consuming feeling, this rain cloud that engulfs my entire state of being the moment I look at it. It feels like a betrayal to feel so . . . numb . . .

      “Chaos?” Doc asks.

      “Cris?”

      “Hmm?” I answer, looking up from my plate. I don’t know how long I zoned out for. I’m not sure how many times they said my name before I finally acknowledged them. Doc and Love exchange a worried glance before Doc clasps her hands in front of her mouth.

      “There’s an empty room at the end of the hall. There’s a bed in there. The blanket is thin, and the sheets are probably stale—”

      “It’ll be perfect,” I murmur, pushing away from the table. “Thank you.”

      Doc just nods, her forehead creasing with her worry. I walk away from the table and make my way down the hall. The first door I come to is open. There’s a lamp on in there, and enough things casting shadows that I know it’s lived in. It’s not the room she meant.

      I trail my fingers along the wood paneled wall until I reach the second door and open it without turning on the light. I don’t inspect the room for bugs or snakes, like I usually would out here in the Tribes.

      I don’t swipe my hand across the sheet when I pull the cover back, just to make sure it’s free of debris before I lay my body on it.

      But I do lay on my side, my face toward the wall as the tears finally fall, silently. I don’t sob, I don’t cry out; I swallow every piece of my pain, the only evidence the wetness coating my cheeks.

      I should have done more.

      I should have gotten to Connor faster. I should have saved him.

      We should have listened and left.

      I should have done so many things that would have left my family still alive, but instead, I lost everyone. Everyone except Liam, and who knows if I’ll ever see him again.

      When the floor creaks, I don’t turn to see who it is. I don’t ask Love what she’s doing, or why she’s in the room with me. Shouldn’t she be sleeping on the couch? But I don’t ask that either.

      I don’t question her when the bed sinks with her weight.

      And I don’t stop her when she slides an arm around me.

      As her fingers brush gently across my exposed stomach, she just lies there as silently as I do. She pretends she can’t feel the soft shaking of my shoulders as I silently mourn everything I’ve lost, everything I’ve done wrong.

      When her lips press a gentle kiss to the back of my shoulder, my heart stutters.

      It’s the tiniest thing to push me over the edge, but a blubbering wail flies from my lips as a sob tears from my throat.

      “Shhh,” she murmurs, smoothing my hair down against my head as she pulls me over onto her chest. Her heart beats against my cheek, pounding with some emotion, but I don’t know what one.

      Maybe she’s uncomfortable.

      Maybe she doesn’t want to be consoling me like this in a dark room, in a stranger’s home.

      But I push that thought aside and let the others fill me. All of my guilt—and there’s so much of it—ricochets around inside me until her clean shirt is soaked with my tears.

      Aside from the occasion shh sound, she never says a word. Love just strokes my back and my hair as I fall apart on her chest. She lets me mourn. I don’t know how she knows what I need, but I’m grateful someone does.

      Because I didn’t know I needed to be held until she wrapped her arm around me. And I didn’t know I needed to fall apart until she broke me with her lips.
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      The dying light of the day reflects off the rusty car with varying shades of orange and brown—rust, shades of rust. I shake my head as Ella goes around to the driver side of the franken-car and opens the door.

      “Some of the kids pieced this together a few years back. They use it for fun, mostly.”

      “I see that,” Love murmurs, glancing between me and the white-haired woman with apprehension.

      “Deep KC?” I ask Love again, as Ella cleans the car out. Love just nods her head and starts loading things into the back seat. She’s careful to set the rifle in a way she can grab it quickly if she needs it, and then starts putting the water and other supplies back there.

      The folks in Hannisford were kind enough to give us some food for the road, and Doc was an angel for letting us sleep at her place and get cleaned up. She even laundered our clothes and gave us some spares.

      Love looks over her shoulder at me, sporting a fresh tank top and some blue jeans that actually fit her. “It’ll be fine.”

      “It will not,” I groan. “Deep KC is bad, Love. Even the guard doesn’t go there.”

      “That’s exactly why we’re going there. We can meet Charity, figure out the next step to getting this information out there, and work on a game plan.”

      “A game plan?” I don’t know what I was expecting to happen when I opened my mouth to the people of Hannisford, but embarking on some strange fucking quest to Deep KC wasn’t it. Still, it’s hard not to look at Love a little differently today. She spent the entire night holding me in the dark, letting me cry on her chest until my eyes were too puffy to stay open and the sun started to peek through the window.

      I finally fell asleep at some point after dawn. I don’t know if Love slept, but when I woke up, she was in the kitchen, eating Doc’s food like she belonged there.

      Love takes a deep breath and leans against the side of the car, ignoring the shaking as Ella continues cleaning out the front floorboard. “Yeah. The only way either one of us is surviving this is to either make a run for the border or expose the NRA for the sham it is. And since you’re so gung-ho about justice and whatnot,” she waves her hands around in the air with a huff, “we will have to take route b.”

      I take it back. It’s not hard to look at her differently.

      “Wow,” I snap, crossing my arms over my chest. “I can’t believe you could just leave—after everything we—” I struggle to find the words to voice my frustration. I don’t know what I expect from her.

      I don’t what I can expect from her.

      She saved my life.

      But she’s also the most frustrating, infuriating, disrespectful woman I think I’ve ever met.

      “Calm yourself down,” she sighs, meeting my eyes. “The border was my plan before the festival. I know you’re not going to run. I know how bad you want justice for your people. Chill out.”

      “Well,” Ella coughs, interrupting the staring contest between the two of us. “That should about do it. Do you girls have everything you need?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” I mumble, never taking my eyes off Love.

      “Thank you for everything, Ms. Ella.” Love beams at her and Ella shakes her head, clapping me on the shoulder. I wince when she touches the sore flesh beneath my shirt.

      “Try not to piss Chaos off too much. She might kill you, Love.”

      “She might,” Love sighs, slipping into the driver side door.

      “She might,” I mock, sticking my tongue out in her direction as I walk past Ella to the passenger door.

      “Be safe!” Ella calls out as I slam the door shut. I nod to her out the window and quickly turn to face Love, crossing my legs in the seat as I watch her pull the car out onto the road.

      “Don’t start,” she warns me as we pull through downtown Hannisford.

      “I just don’t understand you,” I sigh, pushing my hair back into a ponytail now that it’s dry enough. My thighs stick to the seat in the heat and I nearly lose my patience trying to get comfortable. “You’re like some selfish hero.”

      “Don’t you mean selfless?” she asks, chuckling.

      “No,” I snap. “I mean selfish.”

      “But that’s not how that—”

      “Exactly!” I screech, throwing my hands in the air. I lean over the backseat and grab a spare shirt out of the bag Love brought and carefully layer it on the seat beneath me before sitting down. Much better.

      “Look, it’s not that complicated. I want to keep you alive.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know why. Because you’re a good person, maybe?”

      I bite my lip, considering that. “I’m not that good of a person. I’ve never done anything. Everyone I know is dead. The only girl who's ever loved me is dead, too. I’m a plague.”

      Love goes still, her eyes tracing over to me as she pulls onto the main road that will lead us to Deep KC. “You’re not a plague. None of this was your fault.”

      I shrug, leaning back in the seat as she maneuvers the car down the empty stretch of highway. I expect her to call me out for my sob-fest in the bedroom, but it would seem that she’s just as uncomfortable acknowledging it as I am.

      Instead, she drums out a rhythm against the steering wheel and speeds toward a city I was told to never go to.
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      As Love maneuvers through the streets, I find myself studying each group of people we pass. There are more cars here than I imagined. They’re not easy to maintain, and not cheap. Since production on civilian vehicles was halted, they’re practically gold in this country. How do so many people in Deep KC have them?

      “Do you think Hannisford will be safe? Do you think your unit will hit them?”

      “I don’t know,” Love admits, turning down a side street. “I told you—”

      “I know,” I sigh, shaking my head. I’ve asked her a hundred times since we left the small Tribe. She doesn’t know about any list of Tribes they’re meant to clear.

      “At least they know what’s coming, they can prepare themselves. That’s up to them.”

      “They shouldn’t have to.”

      “Well, once we get this information out there, maybe they won’t.”

      I nod my head. “What should we do?”

      Love glances to me nervously as she parks the car and I try to focus on her eyes, I know she’s being serious, getting ready to say something profound. But the group of people walking behind her sends a chill down my spine.

      There are so many men here. More men than I’ve seen in the city before. Why do they feel so safe? Everyone is tattooed, with bright colored hair. Something about it makes me uncomfortable, but I’m not sure why.

      “You should tell your story directly to the people of the NRA—”

      “Like on a holo?”

      “Yeah, on a holocast.”

      “Can your friend do that?” I ask, forcing myself to focus on her as she nods her head again.

      “She can. I don’t know if she will, but I have no doubt that she can figure out how to. Charity is really, really good at what she does.”

      My lips purse together as I consider that. Do I trust Love’s judgement? It’s kept me alive, so far. With a shaky breath, I nod my head. If I’m going to do this, I have to do it with confidence.

      Love gets out of the car, first and I follow after her once she locks the doors. Apparently, even she doesn’t trust the people in Deep KC.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Ace’s. Her mom used to own it.”

      “My Da told me to never come to Deep KC,” I say again, quietly so no one passing by can hear my nerves. There are so many men here because they’re either in gangs or on the run from the NRA, or both. I know that’s the reason there’s so many of them.

      “Your Da was a smart man,” Love mutters, pulling me alongside her as we cross the street. The blinking neon sign reads Ace’s Hole and I try not to stare at the triad of men passing a cigarette back and forth beside entrance.

      As we walk through the door, the swinging motion sets me on edge. What’s the point of even having a door if it just flies open the moment you press against it?

      The dim light of the bar highlights the smoke hanging in the air. Women litter the bar, some of them leaning against the counter as they order drinks, some of them crowded around what looks like a poker table in the back of the room.

      Music I don’t recognize blares over the speakers and I realize there’s just as many men inside the bar as there were outside.

      “Just stay close to me,” Love whispers as she scans the crowded room.

      It doesn’t take her long to find what she’s looking for. Her gaze hesitates on a table where a girl sits alone, some kind of computer in front of her. The solar panel on the back is thick and I’m surprised she’s bold enough to bring it in here—someone would definitely want to steal equipment like that.

      Computers aren’t easy to find anymore.

      “Come on,” Love murmurs, making toward the table.

      The girl has light brown skin and long curly black hair with what looks like light brown highlights layered throughout it. She’s fucking gorgeous. When her doe brown eyes meet mine, something twists in my stomach.

      “Love!” she rushes out when she finally sees her. She jumps up from her chair and throws her arms around her neck and I realize what that unfamiliar feeling in my stomach is.

      Jealousy.

      Why am I jealous of this woman?

      I look around the room nervously as the two women exchange hellos. Eventually, Love unwraps herself from the hug and takes a seat at the table. I sit down beside her, glancing between the two of them.

      “Hi,” I murmur.

      “Hi,” the girl beams. “I’m Charity. Who are you?”

      “Nice to meet you, my name’s Cris.” I shift uncomfortably in my seat, pulling on the edge of my ponytail as I watch the girl’s face change.

      “Who’s your boonie friend, Love?” she asks, though her eyes never leave mine.

      My mouth opens to tell her exactly what I think about her slurs, but Love cuts me off. “Like she said, her name is Cris. She’s from a Tribe called Arden, one that the guard and the NRA decimated. And it’s not the only one.”

      Charity goes still, her eyes going wide. “What happened?”

      Love looks to me and I try not to glare at her. It didn’t escape my notice she didn’t really answer Charity’s question. She wasn’t asking my name. She was asking who I am to Love. And she didn’t answer that.

      Obviously, these two have a history. And I don’t know why that bothers me so fucking much.

      “They’re taking land from the Tribes and telling them it’s because of suspected gang activity, but the orders said something about a project called the Atonement. I’ve never heard of it.”

      Charity’s thick brows furrow together and she shakes her head. “Doesn’t ring a bell to me, either.”

      “Whatever it is, they don’t want people to know about it. They’re lying about why they’re out in the Tribes,” I sigh.

      “The units I know for sure are involved are out of the Kansas City Sentinel,” Love whispers, looking around to make sure no one is listening. I don’t think anyone in here could possibly hear us over the music and general roar of conversation, but I don’t blame her for being nervous.

      Charity’s hair bounces as she nods her head. “Covert ops wouldn’t be disclosed to civilians, anyway. I can look into this Atonement thing, but that’s not all you need, is it? You could have asked for that over a call. What do you want from me, Love?”

      I don’t know if it’s the way she says her name, or the fact Charity hasn’t really addressed me about any of the stuff happening in the Tribes . . . but I cut in and meet her gaze, refusing to drop my eyes as I speak.

      “I need to get a broadcast out.”

      “A broadcast?” she asks, grabbing a long curl and twisting it end over end in her fingers. “Of what?”

      “Everything I know so far. I want to tell the world what I saw, what I know, and what I think is going on. Broadcast it on all channels at the same time, so everyone has to listen. I don’t know what good it’ll do, but if it puts a stop to this . . .” I shrug, my voice trailing off as I watch a fight break out by the bar. Two men shove one another then press their chests together as they stare into the other’s eyes.

      Just as a woman holding a bat comes around the bar, they separate, and my eyes slide back to Charity.

      “I can do that,” she says slowly. “But if you broadcast this message, you’ll be painting a target on your back that’s never going to go away. You guys could leave. Right now, Love is the only one with a warrant and she knows what to do to hide—”

      “I killed my unit,” Love whispers.

      Charity gasps and checks over her shoulder for anyone listening. “You fucking what?”

      “The LT ordered me to kill her family, and I’d already killed so many . . . I just—I couldn’t do it, Charity.”

      My hand slips to Love’s knee beneath the table and I give it a squeeze. It’s my turn to hold her steady while she cracks.

      “Okay,” Charity says, shaking her head. “I’ll do it, but it’ll take a few hours to get everything I need together to break into the paths I need to do this. Go get a room at Amber House and I’ll come find you when I’m done.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her as she closes her laptop.

      “Don’t thank me. There’s no going back from this until it’s over, once you publicly call them out.”

      “That’s the plan,” I whisper, a shudder running down my spine. It feels like I’m starting a war.

      But I know I didn’t draw first blood.
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      The room at Amber House is probably the worst I’ve ever slept in—even worse than the leaky bedroom they put me in at Cris’ house in Arden. The walls and ceiling are water damaged, the bathroom smells like piss, and the scent of smoke and some kind of chemical is heavy in the air.

      I can’t relax in here.

      As I pace from the door to the cheap dresser where the television sits, my agitation only grows stronger. I don’t know if it’s because I can’t do anything, or because Cris looks so fucking relaxed.

      Her legs are crossed as she lays back on the bed, hair fanned above her head as she stares at the ceiling, bopping her toes along to some beat only she hears.

      “How can you be so relaxed?”

      “What?” Cris asks, sitting up slowly. She looks genuinely confused as she pulls her hair back up into her signature ponytail. Something about watching her run her fingers through her long blonde hair is distracting.

      I clear my throat and try my question again. “How can you be so calm?”

      “What am I supposed to do, Love?” she asks, leaning forward to rest her elbows on her knees. “Do you want me to scream all day and night? Blubber like a baby twenty-four seven? Or maybe I should—”

      “Okay,” I sigh, interrupting her. I shake my head and rub my temples, continuing to pace the floor. I’m just going to try and ignore her relaxing, because it’s irritating me.

      But I understand everyone processes loss differently.

      Danielle Johnson.

      I bite back a groan as that name flashes through my mind. I haven’t thought about Danielle Johnson in years. It nearly killed me when I lost my mother. I couldn’t deal with the loss. Watching her cough turn from manageable, to debilitating, to bloody . . . was traumatizing.

      My mom was a strong woman. She worked in a factory and paid for everything we needed when I was a kid. She didn’t have a partner, I’m not sure if she had one before I was born, but she never mentioned anyone. As far as I know, she inseminated herself at a milk farm.

      But she loved me and she took care of me, and losing her was the single hardest thing that I ever experienced. She didn’t have any family that she talked about, so I had no one to go to when she died. When the neighbors called the Incendiary to take the body, someone from the Ward Home showed up to collect me, too.

      I didn’t speak for weeks . . . maybe even a couple months. I couldn’t handle the fact that my mom was alive one day and gone the next. It was horrific.

      Danielle Johnson. That name died with my mother. When the caregivers at the Ward Home asked me my name and I didn’t respond, they gave me the name Love Ward. And that’s been my name ever since.

      I have built a new me around that name. Love Ward is strong and does what she needs to do survive in this world. She takes care of herself and her teammates.

      Danielle Johnson was a weak child who couldn’t handle reality.

      Love Ward takes what she wants.

      “Why did you leave?” I ask suddenly, coming to a stop in front of the dresser.

      Cris looks up from her spot on the bed, confused. “What?”

      “The morning after the bar. It was a weird night, don’t get me wrong. But you were gone when I woke up. Why?” It’s bothered me since it happened. I’ve had one night stands before, but I’m usually the one who does the leaving, if there’s leaving to be done. I’m not used to being thrown away and maybe that’s why Cris has stayed in my mind.

      Maybe that’s why I’m so confused around her, why I can’t seem to do the right thing no matter how I try . . . because she has shaken my confidence somehow.

      Cris readjusts the ponytail on her head and then pulls the mask draping around her neck away from her skin, as if it’s suddenly too tight. “I didn’t know you cared.”

      “I don’t. I’m just curious.” I know I’m a good liar, but I don’t think I’m fooling anyone right now. I wouldn’t have asked the question if I was thinking clearly, but I’m not.

      I’m just so goddamned agitated.

      And the lie is lying between us, heavy and tangible.

      “I left because that’s all I could do. I was never going to see you again. Why drag that out? And it’s not like we . . . met . . . on the best of terms.” Cris glances nervously from my eyes to the wall behind me, as if she’s nervous too.

      I swallow hard as images of that night flash through my mind. The fighting. The alley. The bed . . .

      “But here we are,” I whisper, my voice a little too breathy to be considered normal.

      “But here we are,” Cris agrees, re-crossing her legs on the bed.

      Her eyes find mine again and don’t leave. We stare at each other like that for a long moment, her hazel eyes glowing in the strange light of the hotel room.

      We hold each other’s gaze for far longer than I’d normally consider friendly.

      I’m so lost in her eyes, I jump when a knock sounds at the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, there’s been a change of plan,” Charity beams when she barges past me and into the hotel room. She lays her computer and other supplies on the desk by the dresser and then turns around and crosses her arms. “We aren’t going to broadcast on the telechannels.”

      “We aren’t?” I ask, looking from her to Cris. Cris’ face turns down in a frown, her eyebrows cinching together as she worries over that information.

      “Nope,” Charity giggles.

      “So, why are you so happy about that?” Cris finally snaps, standing up at the edge of the bed. She’s pissed, I can tell, but Charity never even flinches. She just grins wider and waves to some metal and wires on the table, nearly shaking with her giddiness.

      “Because,” she laughs, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “We’re going to holocast it.”

      “What?” I ask, my eyes going wide. “You can do that?”

      “Yup!”

      Cris looks between us, her eyes wide. “Aren’t the holos run through satellites?”

      “Mhm, but since they can’t actually maintain them, they haven't updated the firewall that protects them in ages, girl. I was able to get into that system way faster than the broadcasting system. And without being noticed, which is important. There was no alert sent to anyone, no pings, no nothing. It was easy as hell, actually, and I’m surprised no one has ever done it.”

      Charity’s round cheeks flush a little as she explains this, and I know from experience she’s getting self-conscious about nerding out in front of people. She lives and breathes this stuff. To her, it’s life.

      “Will they be able to trace it back to you? I don’t want to fuck your life up for helping us—”

      “Hell no. I’d never do anything to hurt myself, you know that.”

      “Alright,” Cris nods, agreeing. “As long as you won’t be tied to it.”

      Charity inserts a few cables and begins typing on her computer. Next, she connects a communicator with a camera to the end and looks to Cris. “Whenever you’re ready, just snap and I’ll start casting it to everyone in the NRA.”

      I swallow nervously, watching Cris as she fixes her hair and pulls her shirt around. I don’t understand that move, it’s still a crop top, no matter how much she tugs on it, her stomach is still going to be exposed.

      “Alright,” she says, and snaps her fingers.

      I blink as Charity’s finger presses a key and she nods her head.

      “My name is Chaos Coleman,” Cris begins. It isn’t lost on me that she uses the nickname her mother used so much in Arden. Maybe this is her version of Danielle Johnson.

      Maybe Chaos is who she wants to be.

      I won’t take that from her.

      “I lived in a tiny Tribe just North of Dallas called Arden. We were farmers. We grew the food that feeds the New Republic of America. Until two days ago—”

      Had it really only been two days? It feels like an eternity has passed since the attack. I can’t reconcile the slow passing of time. Everything is moving so fast.

      “—when the New Republic of America declared war against the Tribes. First, they sent a Venus Guard unit to Arden, claiming they were checking the Tribe for gang activity. Lieutenant Ford tried to illegally confiscate my Ma’s land, saying there would be an investigation against the claims of illegal activity in relation to the Rattlers. But there were no Rattlers in Arden.” Cris takes a steadying breath and her eyes slide shut.

      “The Lieutenant ordered the guards she commanded to kill us, publicly, in front of our entire Tribe. They forced people from their homes, brought them into town, and crowded them onto the sidewalks by the shops while they had us on our knees. She was going to execute every one of us. Luckily,” Cris’ eyes slide to me where I stand off camera, and my heart nearly bursts from all the emotion I see brimming in those hazel orbs.

      “Luckily,” she clears her throat, “the guard she ordered to pull the trigger on me decided to take a stand against her commanding officer. She saved me and my family that day and fought back against the Venus Guard with us. We won that battle.”

      Cris’ hands ball into fists as she turns her attention directly on the camera, and I’m whisked away to the Ward Home, watching the Regent address me on Revolution Day.

      That’s what Cris is doing right now. She’s doing what they talk about every year, she’s cutting the corruption out of our country and exposing the truth.

      “Our Tribal Council chalked the whole thing up to a rogue unit, some kind of fluke in the command, a bad apple. We went about our business and held our harvest festival. The entire Tribe was there. And that’s when they came back. Men and women alike, dressed in all black, using the kind of guns only the NRA can provide, slaughtered my entire Tribe right in front of me. I was lucky to make it out alive, and I still managed to get shot on my way out.

      “My mother was a veteran. I had a little brother named Connor. My Da was a hard worker and helped my Ma on the farm. We were an honest Tribe, not one person in Arden ever did anything to warrant what happened to us.” Cris’ chin juts out high and my heart swells with pride as I watch her swallow the emotion clawing its way up her chest. She might cry when this is over, but she won’t cry on camera, I can tell.

      She’s more prideful than that.

      And that just makes me want to hug her, for some reason.

      “The Venus Guard has been corrupted by an already corrupt government. Roxanne Freestone isn’t the leader we think she is. These orders—” carefully, Cris pulls the folded piece of paper from her pocket and holds it up “—detail something called the Atonement. That’s the real reason the guard was trying to take our land. The same thing happened in Armistead, and Edgewater, and who knows how many other Tribes before Arden was massacred. I know this is just my word, my testimony against the crimes of the Venus Guard and the New Republic. I will bring you proof. Proof the New Republic can’t refute . . .”

      Cris tucks the paper back into her pocket and stares the camera down like she’s speaking directly to the Regent herself and my heart slams against my chest. “Because the guard was built to protect us, and somehow, it’s being used against us, instead. And that is not okay. That is not what the women in the Venus Rebellion fought for. That is not what our mothers have fought for. It’s not what our grandmothers died for. I refuse to believe, we as a country have fallen so far from grace that we can allow injustice like this to thrive, even in the isolation of the Tribes.” A tear rolls down Cris’ cheek and she closes her fist, holding it over her chest, a Venus Salute. “I will bring you the proof you need, sisters. And we will cut out the evil in our country.”

      She snaps the fingers on her other hand and I blink, staring at her.

      She just declared war against the NRA. I’m not entirely sure if she knows that, but she did.

      Charity types on her keyboard and then unplugs the camera, looking at us both in shock. “Holy fuck.”

      “I—”

      “We need to move,” I say quickly, already moving toward our bags. “If they track that signal, they’ll know exactly where we are. They don’t have a foothold in Deep KC, but for that holocast? They might make an exception and finally fight their way in.”

      As Cris rushes from the bed, obviously just now realizing it was a possibility. Charity starts closing her computer and shoving all her wires and gadgets into some semblance of order that she can carry back out the door.

      Her brown eyes meet mine and she hesitates, then slowly glances back to Cris. When she meets my gaze again, I can tell she knows. She knows this is different.

      Cris is different.

      She is something entirely other and it calls to everything inside me. Everything I tried to give Charity, every ounce of my protective nature, every bit of my body sings like it needs to be near that girl and I can’t stand it.

      And Charity knows.

      She purses her lips against a sad smile and nods her head before heading out the door. Cris shouts her thanks as she shoves her feet into her boots and rushes to my side.

      “Where will we go?”

      I consider that and shrug. “Make our way through the tribes, try to gather this evidence you told the entire country you’d get.”

      “I was sorta winging it—”

      “I noticed,” I chuckle. I pull her shirt to the side to check her bandage. There’s no bleed-through, so that’s a good sign. At least, she’s starting to heal.

      “Was it okay?”

      I close the door behind us and start down the hall before I answer her, glancing at the blonde out of the corner of my eye. “You were amazing,” I admit quietly. “But you’re going to be the NRA’s most wanted woman, now. So, we need to be careful.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking,” she groans.

      I do. She was thinking about fixing the brokenness she’s come across, and she acted on that feeling. And I’ve never supported anything more in my life.

      This is the cause I want to fight for.
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      I watch Love speak to the group of women standing around the fuel tank. I can’t hear them from here, but I can imagine the conversation pretty clearly for myself. She told me to wait in the car this time, because the last Tribe we went through immediately recognized me as Chaos Coleman, and that was an entire hassle.

      They had so many questions. It would seem that most people don’t want to believe the guard is capable of betraying us, but no one even questions the idea of a corrupt politician. I don’t understand how they can’t reconcile the two, but I suppose people have to hold on to something to get by.

      Even if that something is a lie.

      Love pays the woman and hooks the hose to our gas tank, refueling the car. We’ve ran it ragged the past few days, driving all over the center of the NRA to try and find this proof I promised.

      What was I thinking? I don’t know if I can get proof, and when I do, what then?

      Love carries the hose back to the women and then jogs toward the car, slamming open the driver door.

      “Where to next?” I ask with a yawn as I lean my head into the corner. I’ve rolled up a shirt into a pillow to stuff between the headrest and the window. It isn’t the comfiest, but it will do.

      Love blows out a breath as she cranks the truck, pulling us out onto the road leaving the small Tribe.

      “They said they saw guard trucks heading west.”

      “West it is, then. They didn’t come here?”

      “Nope. They drove right past. I wish I could make sense of the areas they’re choosing. It could help us figure out where they’re going next so we can help get people out of harm’s way.”

      I crane my head to the side and study her as she drives, carefully maneuvering the gears until we hit a steady speed. She’s different, now, somehow. I can’t put my finger on what’s changed with her, but she seems less closed off than she did before.

      A muffled voice crackles on the speakers in the car and I raise my eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      “I don’t know. A broadcast, maybe?” Love fidgets with the dials on the dashboard until the sound comes in clear and she narrows her eyes on the road ahead.

      
        
        “This is Regent Roxanne Freestone. I have been in meetings with my advisors and communicating with commanders at sentinels across the New Republic of America to ensure the information we all witnessed in the holocast was false.”

        

      

      I snort and shake my head, but Love hisses for me to be quiet.

      
        
        “I have never been so grossly offended as a citizen of the NRA. The Venus Guard has always protected us—our sisters in green are the only thing that changed our world all those years ago. There were some serious accusations made by this young woman, and I’m sure some of you wondered why someone who seems so young, so innocent, would tell such vicious lies.

        “Chaos Coleman is a terrorist. She has been listed as an active gang member, terrorizing the Tribes. Her actions are deplorable, and I promise you, we will bring her to justice. If you have any information about her whereabouts, please contact your local sentinel so the guard can protect you and your families.

        Gang activity is on the rise in our less populated areas, and I fear for the future of our nation if we continue to allow terroristic acts to go unpunished. Please, be vigilant. The New Republic of America values all of its citizens—I value all of you.

        The terrorist behind this bold attack, this breach in our security, will be dealt with swiftly. Make no mistake, the New Republic of America has always had your best interests at heart.”

        

      

      As the connection ends, I find myself sighing and stretching my legs out, placing my feet on the dashboard.

      “Stop that,” Love snaps.

      “You act like it’s your car,” I groan, but I don’t move my feet.

      “Well, I’m the only one driving it, so—”

      “That is not how that works.” I shake my head trying to shake the words I just heard on the broadcast. She called me a terrorist.

      A gang member and a terrorist.

      I’m neither of those things. I’ve never been anything but a model citizen, honestly. I worked hard and did what Ma told me to do, for the most part.

      But now, apparently, I’m a terrorist.

      “Get some rest,” Love murmurs. “When I find the guard, I’ll wake you up. We’ll have to keep our distance, do our surveillance, and get the fuck out of there. But I think we can catch up to them this time.”

      “I hope so,” I yawn as my eyes slide shut.
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        * * *

      

      “Have they moved yet?” I ask, walking back toward the car, still buttoning my pants. I feel more comfortable in my usual outfit, jeans and a crop-top; my legs were too exposed in those shorts.

      Love waves the recorder in her hand and shrugs. “Nothing yet.”

      I grab the binoculars from Love and stare at the long line of trucks in the middle of Trenton. I pass the strange things back to her and slide back into the car. It’s full of supplies Love got while we were in Deep KC. Those shady cats up there have all kinds of shit for sale—I’m pretty sure at least half of this stuff was stolen from the guard, but fuck ‘em.

      “Maybe they aren’t going to do anything,” I sigh. I hope they don’t, and I feel bad that I need them to. Without proof, nothing will change. But that doesn’t mean I wish that kind of suffering on these people, or anyone specifically at all.

      I’ll just follow the guard around the NRA until they pull their bullshit again.

      “They will,” Love sighs, scratching behind her ear. “Those are the Devils’ trucks.”

      My heart slams against my chest as I realize what she’s saying. It’s the same unit that came to Arden. Maybe not the one who slaughtered my people, but the unit who started everything.

      Love’s unit.

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, just . . . don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

      I nod my head, opening the car door and slide back in while Love sits on the hood, staring at the town ahead of us. Without the binoculars on, she can’t see much, but I understand the need to watch.

      Neither one of us will be getting any sleep tonight, I think.

      The big moon over the plains sends a chill down my spine, illuminating the sky like some kind of giant light bulb. The shadows it casts on Love’s back as I lean back in the front seat draw my eye and I sigh.

      The wings trailing down the back of her shoulders, peeking out behind her tank top, seem to glow blue in this lighting. As my hand slides across my stomach, holding myself as I get comfortable, I can’t help but wish it was Love’s arm.

      No.

      Fuck that.

      I know better. We’re too explosive and there’s too much going on. Maybe in another life we could have had a fiery affair, but I’m not sure it would have ended any better than mine and Vanessa’s.

      Maybe I’m not cut out for a relationship.

      Maybe I’m doomed to be alone for however long I have left to life, and I don’t think I have that long at all. Not with this path I’m on.

      I’ve started something with the NRA. The fucking Regent called me a terrorist, for crying out loud. If ever there was a time to not get emotionally entangled with someone, it’s now.

      We’re probably both going to die before this is over, anyway.

      But I’m not sure if that’s a check in the ‘do it’ column or the ‘don’t do it’ column.
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        * * *

      

      I jerk awake to the sound of gunfire. I scramble from my seat and lurch from the car, jogging to the hood where Love sits, holding the recorder with shaking hands.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, ripping the binoculars from the car beside her, only to notice we aren’t where we were when I fell asleep. Love must have moved the car while I was knocked out. We’re parked between two buildings—what looks like warehouses of some kind—and there’s gunfire lighting up the street in front of us. “Oh my God.”

      “We have the footage. We should go,” Love hisses, closing the recorder. “I’ve got Ford’s face on this. We have to get this out.”

      “We can’t just leave them,” I snap, waving my hand toward the smoke-filled street. They’ve already deployed tear gas. “Why are so many people downtown at night?” I groan. Trenton is a wheat Tribe. They don’t have a harvest for a while, there’s no reason so many people should be gathered in one place.

      “Probably the same reason Ford brought everyone into Arden that day—”

      “Fuck that,” I growl, running around to the driver side of the car. I snatch the keys from the ignition and grab the rifle from the backseat.

      “Cris,” Love screeches. “Stop it!”

      “I’m not leaving without trying.”

      With that, I sling the rifle’s strap over my shoulder and run toward the smoke. Love catches up to me and quickly clips the recorder to the chest strap and pulls her own gun, narrowing her eyes on the smoky streets around us. Gunfire lights up a corner ahead and I fire toward the shadows.

      “Don’t fire blind, idiot,” Love snaps, pushing the barrel of the gun down. “You might take out a civilian.”

      “Why would the people of Trenton have guns?” I growl, pushing away from her as I fire in that direction again.

      When bullets start flying back, wheezing past us, Love pushes me to the ground and lets out a snarl that doesn’t even sound human. “Okay, give me the rifle.”

      “I—”

      “Give me the rifle.”

      I slip her the strap and she hands me the pistol. A trade, apparently. She checks the magazine and then sits up, kneeling on one leg as she stares down the sight—I didn’t even think to use it.

      One shot.

      Two.

      Three shots.

      Systematically, she fires on the guards hiding in the shadow of the buildings around us. The screams coming from a street nearby catch my ear and I take off in that direction, ignoring the mumbling from Love.

      She will get over it. I have to help. My lungs scream for air as I run through the smoke. I take a moment to adjust the mask around my neck to cover my nose and mouth and then focus my breathing.

      If I pass out from smoke inhalation, I can’t help anyone. Hopefully this goddamn cloth helps. I cough against the fabric and wrap my hands around the grip of the pistol, side stepping toward the street where more gunfire is coming from.

      Two women stand in front of a crowd of Tribesfolk, their weapons aimed at the group. Men and women stand crowded together, most of them holding their hands up above their heads, obviously panicked.

      At least I can see, the smoke hasn’t filled this small side street yet.

      “Get down on the fucking ground,” one of the guards yells, adjusting her grip on her weapon. Her friend nods to two bodies laid out on the ground between them and the group of Tribesfolk.

      “You don’t want to end up like your friends there, do you?”

      My eyes narrow as rage fills my chest, pushing me to take a step forward. Their wearing body armor, but the back of their heads aren’t protected. No helmets.

      Idiots.

      I walk up quietly behind them, praying the Tribesfolk know better than to acknowledge my presence. I don’t want to die.

      I don’t want to die.

      I don’t want to die.

      I pull the knife from my boot and hold it in my left hand, lining the gun’s aim up against the back of the guard’s skull with my right.

      I have to do this almost simultaneously, or I’ll die. The panicked crowd of people standing only a few meters away spurs me on. I take a deep breath.

      The knife plunges into the back of one neck and then I pull the trigger, firing into the back of the other guard’s skull.

      Stumbling backward, prepared to defend myself if I have to, I wait as the woman on the right collapses to the ground, already dead.

      The woman on the left panics in the moments before her death. She reaches for the knife as I step backward, then falls over, blood oozing through her light brown hair.

      She mumbles something but I can’t hear it.

      The blade didn’t reach her brain. Fuck. I take a step toward her, raise the gun, and fire again. This time, she’s dead.

      I wouldn’t want to suffer like that on the ground. I pray someone would put me out of my misery in the same situation.

      The crowd of people they were holding at gunpoint look to me and down to the bodies with confusion and shock sprawled across their faces.

      “Are you going to hurt us?” a woman asks, clinging to two children at her side.

      “No,” I rush out, taking a step around the dead guards to speak with the Tribesfolk. “I’m Chaos Coleman. I’m here to help. Let’s get you guys to safety.”

      Gunfire rings out behind us and I’m not sure if it’s Love or the guards doing the shooting.

      “From the holocast?” someone asks. I ignore the man as I turn toward the main street again.

      “Chaos Coleman is really going to stop this.”

      “Chaos?”

      “It’s her,” someone whispers.

      I try to ignore their awe-filled voices as we make our way toward what’s left of the fighting. Love stands with a group of Tribesfolk, all of them holding guns. They fire toward a truck as it speeds off into the distance.

      Bodies litter the street, but most of the smoke has cleared. As I step over a body, something wraps around my foot and I nearly fall over.

      “Fuck!” I scream, shaking my leg.

      The woman pulls on my ankle, blood leaking from her lips as she stares up at me in malice.

      “You—”

      Bang.

      As her head falls back against asphalt with a sickening thud, I look to the side to find Love standing with her gun raised. “You okay?”

      “I’m good.”

      “That’s the last of them. Some of them got away, but there’s two guard trucks over there just waiting for us to pick through.”

      “To keep,” I correct her, wiping some sweat from my brow. My heart is still racing. That girl grabbing my ankle was fucking terrifying, like something from a nightmare.

      Zombies, Liam would say. He loved the old comic books. When he was younger, I used to bring them back from Dallas for him.

      Love nods her head and jogs toward the trucks and a few people follow her, probably important people in Trenton. I turn toward a woman standing near me and ask her the question I need to know the answer to.

      “How many dead? Are there any wounded?”

      “Too many, and yes,” she nods, pointing to a line of people moving toward a shop across the street. I jog toward the makeshift medical area, ready to help the wounded if I can.

      I don’t know much about first aid, but I’m more sure of my abilities than Love’s when it comes to this. I know how to skin and clean an animal . . . this is just the reverse of that, right?
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      I sit down in the bakery and wipe the sweat from my brow. They turned this shop into a medbay. It’s crazy to see how resourceful the people in the Tribes are when it comes down to it. It’s like they’ve had training, even though I know they haven’t.

      The people in Trenton have wheat fields, for the most part. Some of them keep small gardens near their homes but the land here isn’t good for growing anything other than wheat.

      They supply grain to the NRA and fresh bread to the Tribes closest to them. There are a few cattle ranches but mostly . . . wheat fields and wheat farmers. It’s interesting.

      They shouldn’t be this strong, but they are.

      “You get hurt at all?” Cris asks, walking toward me.

      “Nope,” I chuckle waving down to my blood-stained clothes. “None of it’s mine.”

      “Good,” she sighs, blowing out a breath of what sounds like relief.

      “I didn’t know you cared,” I smirk.

      “I don’t,” she snaps back quickly, her cheeks flushing. Several heads turn toward us as she raises her voice and I burst out laughing as her embarrassment grows. “Fuck.”

      “Can’t take you anywhere,” I snicker.

      “Shut up.”

      An older woman walks toward us, limping on a bandaged leg. “Chaos Coleman?” she asks, and Cris’ eyes widen before she turns around to face the woman.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I’m Terry Manning, I head up the Tribal Council here. I wanted to thank you and your friend for helping us. This could have been a lot worse.”

      “Oh, it’s no—”

      The old woman holds up a hand, stopping Cris’ dismissal. “They told me what you did in the alley.” Cris fidgets with her ponytail, casting her eyes down to the ground. “Sneaking up on two armed, trained women like that . . . that’s bravery, girl. Don’t downplay it. We’re indebted to you.”

      “Oh, naw, there’s no need for—”

      My eyes blink as what the woman says registers in my mind. She took out two guards in hand to hand combat? Cris? I look to her and a newfound respect flows through me.

      In my mind, Cris has always been hot headed, but that kind of move takes patience, skill, and a respect for the situation at hand.

      Perhaps she’s more ready for this fight than I gave her credit for.

      “Hunter,” she’d said so casually when I asked her if she knew how to use a gun. I suppose she was right. It’s nearly the same thing.

      “I was going to help with the injured, but your doctor pushed me out of the way pretty fast.” Cris swipes a stray strand of hair behind her ear and smirks. “Said I was useless.”

      “She’s not wrong,” I snort, dodging the smack Cris aims for me. “It’s true. I don’t know what you were thinking.”

      “Well, I wanted to help,” she growls.

      “It’s alright,” Terry laughs, her short brown hair shaking around her chin with the movement. “Linda is like that. She’s a perfectionist, and she takes the health of Trenton personally, you know.”

      “That’s good,” Cris smiles at her, ignoring me.

      “If there’s anything we can do to help, let us know. We saw the holocast, and we didn’t want to believe it, but—”

      I nod my head in unison with Cris and she blows out a heavy sigh, interrupting the Councilwoman.

      “It’s alright. I don’t think anyone wants to believe until they see it for themselves. But we got the proof now, we can show them what’s happening in the Tribes—hopefully, people listen. Hopefully, someone does something.”

      “We’ll get you girls some fresh supplies. I don’t know where you’re going after this, but anything you find here you need, take it. We owe you everything.”

      I swallow hard as she says that, and Cris just nods her head. When Terry walks away, I blow out the breath I was holding. “Damn.”

      “What?” she asks.

      “They look at you like some kind of hero. It’s inspiring,” I murmur, not meeting her gaze.

      “Us. They’re treating us like heroes, but yeah . . . it makes me uncomfortable, too.”

      But that’s not what I meant. I don’t point out that no one here knows my name, and I don’t make the mistake of explaining to Cris that she is acting like some kind of hero.

      Running around, saving the helpless Tribes of the NRA, exposing the corruption in the Venus Guard. Hell, she could have gotten herself killed tonight. And all the annoyance at that fact comes flooding back as I narrow my eyes on her.

      “Did you scavenge the trucks?”

      “They’re going to keep one and we’re going to swap to one since it’s armored. It’ll be better for us than the car is. Some of the kids are painting it now, so it doesn’t stand out so much. But that’s not what I want to talk to you about—”

      “Don’t start,” she begs, cutting her eyes to the side.

      “You ran off into the middle of a fire fight, with no training—”

      “And I survived!” she snaps. “And I saved some people, too. So, I did the right thing.”

      “You can’t put yourself in danger like that, you’ll get kill—”

      “So what?” she interrupts me again, and my nostrils flare with my agitation. I can’t stand being cut off.

      “So what? Are you serious, Chaos?”

      She goes still, I’m pretty sure it’s the first time I’ve called her by her chosen name out loud. And the use of the different name seems to have finally gotten her attention.

      “You’re Chaos Coleman, leading this little rebellion against the guard, whether you like it or not. If you get yourself killed, you’ll put all this in jeopardy. Who knows if anyone else will do anything.”

      Cris looks at me, her eyes searching mine for something. I don’t know what she finds there, but there’s emotion reflected back in those bright hazel eyes of hers as she straightens her spine.

      “You had the recording, it would have been fine, regardless. I couldn’t let them die, no matter what happened to me. I don’t matter compared to everyone else—”

      “Of course, you matter,” I hiss.

      Her mouth clacks shut as those words linger between us. When she parts her lips to speak again, the sound of a little girl giggling near our feet makes us both look down.

      “Are you Chaos Coleman?” she asks.

      “Yah,” Cris smiles, leaning down to talk to the child. She can’t be more than four years old.

      “My mommy said you’re going to make all the bad people go away. Is that true?”

      Cris smoothes the child’s frizzy curls down against her head and smiles at her before glancing back up at me. “Of course, baby, I’m going to make all the bad people go away.”

      Goddamnit.
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        * * *

      

      I park the truck on the side of the road and look at Cris as I roll my eyes. “Again?”

      “I have a small bladder!” she squeals, hopping out of the truck. “Send Charity the recording while I’m gone.”

      I shake my head as the door clicks shut behind her and grab the communicator I took from Trenton, the recorder, and a piece of bread from the bag. As I take a bite of the bread, I dial Charity’s teleaddress and wait for her to pick up.

      “Hello?”

      “I have a recording for you,” I murmur, plugging the recorder into the communicator. She squeaks in the background and I can’t help but smile around the mouthful of food.

      “I’ll get it out.”

      “Did you find anything about the Atonement, yet?”

      “Not yet,” she sighs, and the sound of keys tapping fills the line. “There’s blocks, firewalls, and I have to be careful or I’ll end up on the broadcasts right beside you and your little girlfriend.”

      “She is not my girlfriend,” I choke out, glaring at nothing on the other side of the windshield.

      “Sure,” Charity laughs. “You guys be safe. I’ll get this footage uploaded and sent out. I’ll keep looking for information on this Atonement. In the meantime, you need support. Real support. You can’t just rely on the Tribes.”

      “I know,” I groan. “We need a governor.”

      “I’m not going to say on here, because even though I know my line is secure—”

      “I know.”

      “Old Midwest,” she hisses.

      “That was my plan already.” Of course, we’d have the same idea. We’ve known each other for far too long.

      “Be safe.”

      The line goes dead as Cris cracks open the door and hops in the truck, her eyebrows drawn down in a scowl.

      “What’s your problem?” I ask, looking at her in confusion.

      “Fucking nothing,” she snaps, tossing her feet on the dash. I glare at her muddy boots and slam the truck into drive, pulling us back onto the road. I don’t know what she could possibly be mad about—

      Not my girlfriend.

      Fuck, did she hear that?

      “Glad we’re on the same page,” Cris snorts, muttering more to herself than to me and my grip on the steering wheel tightens. Yup, she definitely overheard. Fuck my entire life.

      The sign ahead reads Welcome to Missouri and Cris fidgets nervously beside me.

      “What is it now?” I groan.

      “Nothing. I just—what’s the plan again?”

      “We need a governor. We can’t rely on the support to the Tribes alone. We need someone who has control of a sentinel and actual troops.”

      “The Tribes are strong,” Cris argues.

      “Yeah, but they don’t have the weaponry or the training we need if this turns into an actual war, Chaos.”

      Cris nods her head then shakes it, raking her fingers through her hair as she pulls her hair tie out. “What are we doing?”

      “Fixing our world,” I answer without hesitation.

      “Do you really believe that?”

      “Yah,” I answer calmly. “Something big is going on, something that shouldn’t be. This Atonement business, whatever the fuck that is, and the way the guard is treating the Tribes, the Regent being controlled by her husband, all of it. We have to fix it . . .” as my voice trails off, I clear my throat and add in a more casual tone. “If we can get a governor to take this seriously, we have a real chance of putting a stop to all this.”

      As Cris nods her head along with my words, I squeeze the steering wheel tighter and grit my teeth. “I did . . . awful things. Because I let them manipulate me into thinking I had to. I knew it was wrong. The world isn’t perfect; we built it on the broken pieces of the last one, but we have to—”

      “When did you get so poetic?” Cris laughs, slapping her hand playfully against my arm.

      “I got inspired, apparently.”

      My cheeks turn hot, but Cris’ turn pink, too, and I can’t help but think she looks good blushing. As my eyes return to the road, my heart sinks into my stomach and I slam on the brakes. My right arm flies out, slamming into Cris’ chest as she lurches forward.

      “What the fuck?” she breathes, scrambling for purchase in her seat as she rights herself.

      But I just stare ahead at the vehicles blocking the road.

      “Fuck.”

      “What is it?” Cris asks as I slam the truck into reverse. Just as the wheels gain traction, someone pulls in behind us, their truck sliding sideways to block our escape.

      “Goddamnit,” I hiss, looking out both passenger windows as I grab the handgun under the seat and flick the safety off. There’s a drop off on either side of the road, but I think the truck can take it. These things are meant for all kinds of off-road conditions the guard might get into.

      “LOVE!” Cris snaps.

      “Look at the symbol on the sides of the trucks, dumbass,” I spit, clenching the gun in one hand as I start to twist the steering wheel toward the side of the road, still considering the option. “They’re Jokers.” Before I can commit to the decision, one of the tires blows.

      They shot the tires out.

      “Fuck,” Cris murmurs, covering her head as she ducks. “They’re shooting at us.”

      “They shot one of the wheels,” I hiss, staring in my rearview mirror at the idiots behind us. They haven’t gotten out of their truck, but the group ahead of us stands in a line in front of their vehicles. One woman and four men stand with their arms crossed, leaning back against their truck like they’re bored.

      “Do we fight them?”

      “No, we’re badly outnumbered with nowhere to go. Let’s see what they want.” I sit there, staring at the line of Jokers until they start to walk toward us. “Don’t fight back,” I warn Cris. “Just let them do what they need to do and hopefully, we make it out of this.”

      “What the fuck?” she asks just as her door is ripped open and she’s yanked from the truck. I’m pulled out next, and I snarl at the idiot with his hand at the base of my skull.

      “Stop fucking touching me,” I snap.

      “Calm yourself down,” the woman laughs from her place by the back of the truck. Already, two men are in the back pilfering through our supplies, looking over everything the guard left in it.

      “These look like they belong to the Venus Guard,” a bald man snarls, tossing a rifle down toward the woman. She catches it in her hand and examines the make of the gun, the good condition of it, the fresh polycoat to keep it from rusting in the elements and then nods her head.

      “They sure do, Ralph,” she hums, sliding the strap over her neck. “Truck looks like it belongs to the Venus Guard, too, doesn’t it?” She flips her brown hair over to one side, staring at us from behind her mask. The emblem on that cloth marks her as the leader of this little gang, but I don’t think she represents the entirety of the Jokers.

      I doubt their leader would be out here doing grunt work like this.

      “I wonder if they belong to the guard too, hmm?” she asks, tilting her head to the side. The man holding Cris’ arms behind her back shoves her to the ground and I lurch forward, only to be wrenched back by the idiot with his hand in my hair.

      Hissing as my scalp is pulled tight, I twist my neck around enough to glare at the dumbass manhandling Cris.

      “Get the fuck off me,” she snarls at him, shoving him away as she jumps up to her feet. Goddamnit Cris. As she stands up to her full height, she shoves at the man again, jutting her chin out as he bumps his chest against hers.

      Fuck.

      “Hey,” he sputters, suddenly stopping in his tracks. “Don’t I recognize you?”

      Cris looks to me, her eyes going wide.

      “Yah, yah! You’re that girl from the holo! Chaos Coleman!” The guy nearly bounces up and down. “Statz! It’s Chaos fucking Coleman!” he beams, pointing to Cris as he staggers backward.

      The woman makes her way toward Cris, and yanks her own mask down, gripping Cris’ chin between her thumb and forefinger. “Hmm. You her?”

      Please don’t say yes. Please, for love of everything in this fucking world . . . do not say yes.

      “Yeah, I’m Chaos Coleman.” Cris shakes her head out of the woman’s hold and starts righting her ponytail.

      Fuck. I know there’s a bounty on her head, they’ve been broadcasting about ‘the terrorist, Chaos Coleman,’ since she did the holo. These assholes are going to turn her in, and there’s no way I can get her out of a sentinel if she gets caught.

      They wouldn’t put her in the Cellars, those cells are too crowded with common criminals. They’d take her somewhere with higher security, maybe the sentinel at the Capitol.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” the woman laughs, and waves her hand in my direction. “Todd, let that one go. You’re hurting her hair.”

      “Fucking hell,” I snarl when he releases me and rub the back of my scalp. “I oughtta knock you the fuck—”

      “Don’t make me regret my kindness, bitch,” the woman snaps and I instantly shut my mouth, my eyes sliding to Cris. She looks amused. There’s three burly men, covered in tattoos, and one boss bitch all fawning over her while I stare down the idiot who was manhandling me.

      Of course, she’s amused.

      “You really called out the entire fucking country on that holo,” the woman murmurs, sweeping her hair off her shoulder as she talks to Cris. I sidle up to her side, resting my arm around her waist.

      I’m not entirely sure why, but she doesn’t shrug my arm away, either.

      “Yeah, well,” Cris laughs nervously. “It needed to be done.”

      “Amen.”

      “Fucking right it did.”

      “You guys are really gonna take on the fucking Venus Guard?” the one named Ralph asks, rubbing his hand over his head as he pulls his mask down to his neck.

      “Something like that. We don’t really have it all together, yet—”

      “Well, when you do,” the woman says, handing Cris a small piece of paper. I look over and see the teleaddress on it and my eyebrow arches. “Call us. The Jokers are tired of their shit, too.”

      I nod my head, accepting that for what it is but Cris can’t seem to keep her fucking mouth shut.

      “Aren’t y’all pretty fucking violent, though? Raiding Tribes sometimes? Killing Venus Guard who didn’t do anything? This is new, y’all have been—”

      “Chaos!” I snap, my eyes widening as she digs our graves with her sassy ass mouth.

      “What? I don’t want to trade one devil for another.” She shrugs and looks the woman in the eye and my blood pressure feels like it’s going to blow gasket straight through my temples.

      “Are you fucking stupid?” I hiss, shaking my head. “I’m so sorry. She’s a little feisty, but she means well. We’re just—”

      “No, it’s fine. I’m Stasia,” the woman smiles, gesturing to her companions. “We haven’t done those things. And I’m pretty sure whatever ‘this’ is, has being going on for a long time. We’re just caravans, man. We’re peaceful for the most part. We steal—” she winces and nods in the direction of our truck “—but don’t ever hurt anyone really, at least not anyone who didn’t hurt us first. We just don’t want our kids to be conscripted into nobody’s army and we don’t want our men to be treated like shit.” Stasia says the last bit with so much force, I nearly take a step back.

      I’m guilty of the sexism our country was built on.

      And I know that.

      But it’s justified, in my mind. The history books are full of the atrocities men committed when they were in power.

      “That’s not so different from the Tribes,” Cris murmurs, tucking the note with the teleaddress into her pocket beside the orders she still carries around.

      “Exactly,” Stasia laughs. She whistles and two guys come to her side immediately. “Put back anything you took and get them set up with a spare. We can’t keep Chaos Coleman from doing her good work, now can we?”

      “No, princess,” the guys murmur in unison and my eyebrow arches again.

      “Princess?” I ask, too curious not to know the answer.

      “My mother is the leader of the Jokers, the queen if you will,” she smiles, waving down to her own body. “Princess Anastasia, at your service.”

      Cris laughs and reaches out her hand for a shake but I’m just left sputtering. The guard would have a shitfit if they knew who was standing here talking to me.

      The princess of the Jokers—Anastasia. Ana-stat-zia, the way she pronounces it, which sounds very overly fancy, but who am I to argue with crime royalty?

      “Thank you,” Cris murmurs.

      “Yeah, man,” Stasia shrugs. “It’s rough out here for people who live outside what the NRA deems the ‘norm’. It was only a matter of time before it spilled into the more civilized part of our society.”

      “So, you admit the gangs aren’t civilized,” Cris snickers.

      My eyes widen and I bite the inside of my cheek when Stasia laughs. I swear to whatever is listening, Cris is trying to get us both killed. It’s like she’s pushing the woman’s buttons for the fun of it, just to see how much she can get away with based on who she is.

      “We’re definitely a little savage,” Stasia says with a wink and I have to bite back a growl.

      Is she flirting with her?

      And why the fuck do I care?

      I loosen the grip on Cris’ hip and take a step to the side. I don’t know why I thought it was a good idea to hang on to her like that, anyway. Maybe to protect her? But she clearly doesn’t need my help anymore.

      Stasia’s eyes fall to my hand and she full-belly laughs, turning around to see where the guys are at with the wheel replacement. One of them stands up and wipes his hands on his pants, giving us a thumbs up.

      “Alright, then. You ladies are good to go.” Stasia gives us a half-hearted salute and sashays toward her truck, calling over her shoulder. “Don’t forget to call us when you need help putting the NRA in its place, Chaos Coleman. My people are tired of always being on the run.” She tosses something through the air and Cris catches it in her hand, then quickly looks up at the retreating woman.

      Cris just nods and I pull her arm toward the truck, ducking the gaze of the men as we pass them.

      “What the actual fuck just happened?” she whispers as we get into the truck.

      “I think you’re a little famous with the wrong crowds,” I groan.

      “Or the right ones,” she argues, patting her pocket. “If they’re really not as bad as the broadcasts paint them out to be, they could help if things get bad. I mean, shady connections are good connections, right?”

      I shake my head and crank the truck as the vehicles ahead of us pull off the road and drop down the drop off, kicking up dust behind them. Who knows where they’re going.

      Caravans.

      What in the actual Hell is going on in this country? Has everything we’ve been taught been a lie?

      “I guess. She seemed to like you, at least. There’s worse things than having friends with power.”

      Cris grins and pokes my cheek as I start driving down the highway again. “Jealous?”

      “Of what?” I scoff. “It’s not like we’re—”

      “Oh yeah,” Cris hisses. “I forgot. Not your girlfriend.”

      I wince as those words hang between us but focus on the road ahead. There’s nothing I can say that won’t cause more questions or piss her off more. I don’t want either, so I just ignore the heavy silence between us and focus on the mission, instead.
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      “You know I know how to drive, right?” I remind Love for the millionth time since we left Arden. She pulls off into an uninhabited town and parks the truck between two buildings on the main street, tucked out of sight, just in case someone were to drive by while she’s sleeping.

      I don’t understand why she won’t let me drive while she rests. It would save us so much time, but she’s insistent on being the one behind the wheel.

      “Did you take your antibiotics?” she asks as she cuts the engine and leans her seat back.

      “Yeah,” I sigh. I’ve been taking them religiously. I don’t think the wound was ever infected, just sore, but the antibiotics have been making me tired as hell. I’ve slept more since getting shot than I have in my entire life.

      I’m tired of it.

      “Alright, see you in a couple hours.”

      She never sleeps long. I wonder for a moment if it’s because of bad dreams, like Ella suggested in Hannisford. Maybe Love has some kind of PTSD after all the shit she’s been through.

      She wouldn’t be the first.

      Ma had nightmares that would wake the entire house, sometimes. She claimed it was from her time in the guard, but I wonder if it’s from her childhood, now that I know more about it.

      I hope she wasn’t hurt, growing up in Old Vegas, the way she did.

      A quiet snore sounds beside me and I roll my eyes, digging through my pocket for the tab of Medic Stasia gave me. I was shocked to see what it was when I caught the tiny thing in the air, and even more shocked Love didn’t ask about it.

      Medic is a drug the NRA uses for the guard to help them heal faster during combat situations. It’s been around since before the first collapse, but it’s become more and more rare since the second collapse, when all the factories shut down.

      Someone, somewhere is still producing it, but it’s hard to get your hands on any. Whoever makes the drug, the NRA and the guard has them on lockdown, apparently.

      Because I’ve never even seen one in person.

      But the wrapping is clear as day.

      M3D1C.

      Even a boonie from the Tribes knows what it does. Maybe I should save it, just in case I find myself even worse off at some point during all this. But it would really be nice to heal, to not wince every time I lift my fucking shoulder.

      With a sigh, I rip open the package toss the tablet in my mouth. The fizzy feeling against my tongue where it touches is strange. My hands reach for the water bottle in the seat between me and Love and I chug about half of it, wiping at my brow.

      Leaning back in the seat, I close my eyes, determined to get some rest since Love is forcing us to stay here while she sleeps. But I can’t fucking sit still.

      My leg bounces, my toes curl and uncurl inside my boots. My shirt rids up against my chest and I pull it down, agitated by the friction against my skin. I’ve never taken Medic before—because why would I?—but holy fuck, I didn’t realize the side effects were so strong.

      I’m full of energy. It makes sense there’d be a metabolic rush, since it speeds up the body’s natural processes, but damn. I didn’t expect to be this hyper.

      I make my way out of the truck, closing the door as softly as I can behind me, and jog in place for a moment. I even do a few jumping jacks.

      My heart is pounding and I just need to move.

      It’s not long before I decide to go for a run. Love needs to rest and I need to exert this energy. I check the laces on my boots and take off, pounding my feet against the pavement as my hair bounces wildly around my head.

      Sweat pours from my forehead and down my back as I push harder than I think I ever have, running as fast as I possibly can. I don’t know what’s in Medic that makes it work the way it does, but holy hell, this shit is intense.

      I can’t imagine having to focus while on this shit.

      I’d probably get myself killed.

      The sound of an engine brings me skidding to a stop. I duck into an alley between two buildings and press myself flat against the wall, my chest pounding as a motorcycle pulls by. It’s just the one, so probably someone traveling between Tribes.

      Just as I’m about to step away from alley, an arm comes around me. My eyes go wide as a hand presses into my mouth and I fight against the hold, throwing my elbows back and kicking my feet as hard as I can.

      My elbow connects with something soft and a male voice grunts behind me. “Damn, she’s geeked up. Dose her.”

      Something sharp pricks my neck as I struggle against the arms encircling me, and then the world goes black.
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      My head sways to the side as I blink my eyes open. It feels like someone is hammering my temples in time with my pulse. My throat is on fire, but my shoulder doesn’t hurt anymore at least.

      But my wrists do.

      As I try to bring them around to examine, I realize I’m tied to a chair. My eyes search the dark room and I shake my head, trying to ignore the pounding there. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      Where the fuck am I?

      It looks like a basement of some kind, but I can’t be sure.

      “Good morning, Chaos Coleman.” My blood runs cold as the man attached to that voice steps from the darkness and into the dim light of the single lightbulb hanging by the staircase.

      It is a basement.

      Two women follow him into the light, their arms crossed over their chests as they glare at me.  One of them holds a recorder plugged into a communicator.

      “Video confirmation. Orders?” she asks, smiling at me. Her hair is buzzed short, but the red fuzz covering her scalp almost glows int his light.

      “Bring her to me,” a faint voice calls out over the scratchy connection. My heart races as I search the room for some kind of advantage. I don’t know who that is on the other end of the communicator, but I know for a fact that I don’t want to be brought to them.

      As the call ends and the three bodies start closing in around me, I search for a way to distract them, to stall them as I figure out how to get myself out of this. “Who are you cunts then?” I ask, spitting on the ground in front of me.

      Where the fuck is Love? I wonder, but even as the question crosses my mind, flashes go off behind my lids.

      I took the Medic and went for a run.

      Pain in my neck.

      Screaming.

      “Did you fucking dose me?” I roll my head from side to side, trying to stretch the muscles in my neck. “God, what an ass. I took Medic and you fucking tranquilized me? You trying to kill me?”

      “No,” the man snickers, taking another step forward. The gun in his belt is at eye level, but that’s not the weapon that concerns me the most. They were ordered to bring me to whoever was on that call, and if he shoots me, it’d be to kill me, I’m sure.

      What really concerns me are the knives strapped to his thigh. He can inflict pain with those without ending my life, without compromising whatever his mission is.

      “Are you Venus Guard?”

      The man snorts and shakes his head as he bends over a bag and pulls out another tranquilizer gun. “The Privilege isn’t happy you’re interfering with their plans.”

      “What the fuck is the Privilege?” I ask, my heart pounding. Is that who’s behind the Atonement? “Are you apart of the Atonement?”

      “It’s cute when you use words you don’t understand,” the nearly bald woman laughs, stroking a finger down the gun at her side. “I don’t understand why they want her alive.”

      “He wants what he wants,” the man shrugs.

      “Britta, grab the girl, plea—” a loud thud above us has the man hesitating, laying the tranquilizer gun back on top of the bag he pulled it from. With a grunt and a nod of his head, the two women begin to head up the stairs to our right and he trains his gun on me.

      “What’s wrong?” I snicker, meeting his gaze as he side steps around the room to have a better view of the stairs. “Scared of ghosts?”

      “Shut up,” he snaps. “Britta, check it out, now.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she hisses, her hand falling on the doorknob at the top of the stairs. It’s so strange to hear a woman addressing a man so formally. In what fucking world?

      But before I can ask them, the door slams open and Britta, the bald-headed beauty, goes flying backward into her counterpart. They roll into a heap at the bottom of the stairs. A shadow falls on them and it takes a few blinks of my eyes to realize that shadow is actually Love.

      Gunfire echoes in the damp basement. Grunts fill the darkness and I strain my eyes to see. The man rushes around me as bodies move around us.

      Love.

      “Love!” I screech as the chair I’m in is knocked to the ground. My wrists burn, the ties pulling at the skin, my back twists at an awkward angle but I still try to crane my neck to see what’s happening.

      Britta—the nearly bald woman—sneers from the bottom of the stairs, hugging her stomach. “Fuck this,” she snaps, running up the stairs as fast as she can.

      I struggle against the ties holding me to the chair, cursing under my breath as they dig deeper into my skin. My stomach twists when they start sliding easier, and I know it’s because they’re lubricated with my own blood.

      “Ungh,” someone grunts nearby. I’m not sure if it’s one of them or Love. I need to help her.

      “Get the fuck off of me!” an unfamiliar voice screams, and a flurry of blonde hair crosses my vision as the woman stumbles past me.

      More grunts.

      The blonde rushes up the stairs, not even glancing back as she leaves.

      More grunts.

      Bang!

      My heart races against my chest as I wait to see the outcome. “Love?” I whisper. Please let her be okay.

      Someone groans and I struggle to flip the chair over, to see something, anything. When a hand grips my arm and tilts the chair upright, I nearly scream. I just know it’s that man. He’s going to—

      “You okay?” Love asks, glancing from me to the man on the floor, holding his upper thigh.

      “Did you shoot him in the dick?” I ask, wincing when she cuts the ties around my wrists. As sensation returns to my wrists, they throb and I rub them, only to find them sticky with blood.

      I fucking knew it.

      “Not quite, just that nice juicy spot right here,” she murmurs, pressing into the bend of my thigh as I stand up.

      “Ow.”

      “Watch him while I clear upstairs. Those bitches ran off—”

      “The Privilege is going to fucking kill you, you dumb cunts,” he spits, his face growing paler as sweat beads across his skin.

      “We’re going to talk about that in just a second,” I promise, taking the gun that used to belong to this man from Love. “Sit tight.”

      “Fucking dumbass bitch—”

      As Love takes the stairs two at a time, rushing after the women who abandoned the fight, I kick this man in the leg and narrow my eyes on him. I don’t even feel bad for it. He fucking kidnapped me. “Who are you?”

      He spits onto the ground.

      “Who are you?” I ask again, pointing the gun at his head. Could I execute someone in cold blood?

      I don’t know.

      I’ve never had to.

      “They’re gone,” Love calls as she jogs down the stairs and comes to my side. She looks from me to the man on the ground and shakes her head, then jerks him up and sits him on the chair. “Speak.”

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you, trash,” he snarls.

      Love nods her head and turns on a recorder clipped to her shirt pocket. Then, she smacks him in the temple with the butt of her gun. “Speak.”

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      “Dale Wyndham,” he snaps, shaking his head hard enough to make himself dizzy—or to make himself un-dizzy. I have no doubt that the hit from Love made his ears ring.

      “What is the Privilege?”

      He grins wide, staring directly at the recorder on Love’s chest. “Something you don’t want to know about, little girl.”

      I shoot at the ground by his foot, trying not to wince at the sound. “What is the Atonement?”

      “The Atonement is how the Privilege is going to get this piss poor country back into shape.”

      “How?” Love asks, leaning down to look in his face. “Who are the Privilege?”

      But the man just smiles up at her, blood coating his lips. His hand grips his thigh and the pallor working its way across his face to his neck is concerning.

      Blood oozes between his fingers, dripping into a steadily growing puddle on the floor.

      “Who is in charge of the Atonement?”

      “You already know the answer, traitor,” he snarls and Love nods her head.

      “He isn’t going to tell us anything else. This man abducted Chaos Coleman while we were sleeping and brought her here with two female partners—”

      “They called someone,” I murmur. “They called someone and the person on the other end told them to bring me to them.”

      Love’s eyes tighten as she turns toward me, and I know my face is on the recording. “The NRA is trying to silence her. But we won’t be silenced. Chaos Coleman has shown you the truth about what the Venus Guard is doing in the Tribes, you’ve seen the Atonement happening yourself. What are you going to do with that information?”

      With that, she points her gun at the soldier’s head and pulls the trigger.

      I wince as his head falls back and the chair topples over, his body tumbling to the ground with it.

      Lifeless.

      She sends the recording to Charity’s teleaddress and grabs my hand. “Let’s go,” she murmurs. And I follow her, my heart hammering in my ears as the reality of what just happened sinks in.

      I was caught by the NRA. Who knows what they would have done to me . . . tortured me? Executed me to make an example of a terrorist?

      Suddenly, everything seems very real.

      “Cris,” Love murmurs. When I don’t respond she yanks on my arm and snaps, “Chaos.”

      I rub my bloodied wrists and meet her eyes, swallowing my fear. “Yeah.”

      “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

      And just as quickly as I was overtaken by fear, I’m filled with an immense rage—one that burns so hot, I think my blood might break through my skin and burn holes in the floor as it hits it.

      “They think they can annihilate my entire Tribe, other entire Tribes, and bag me quietly in the middle of the night? To shut me up?”

      Love blows out a breath, but I shove past her, making my way up the steps and into the cobweb filled house above. Blood smears on the wall tell me where the girls stopped to catch their balance on their way out of the house. Hunter.

      “I’m a hunter,” I remind Love when she steps from the door that leads downstairs. “I can track them.”

      “Don’t bother,” she sighs. “They’re gone and it’d only be wasting time. We need to keep on task.”

      “On task,” I murmur, walking through the house to the front door. The blood trail leads to it, so it’s easy enough to find. As I make my way down the stairs and toward the truck where Love parked it, my eyes follow a path of bent and trampled grass to the small grove of skinny trees and thick bushes.

      They’re hiding in there, they have to be. There’s nowhere else they could get fast enough. But like Love said, it’s better to stay on task, I guess.
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      My eyes are trained on the road as we get closer to Cincinnati, but Cris’ conversation with the council in Waverly has me side-eying her.

      “How did you get this teleaddress?” she asks, meeting my eyes for a moment before I look back to the road ahead. There’s more traffic the closer we get to the city. I don’t need to get into a wreck.

      “I appreciate the support,” she murmurs, her voice unsteady.

      I want to ask what they’re saying, but I know better than to interrupt. Waverly is one of the biggest Tribes in the NRA. Their council holds sway in Des Moines. Their support could make or break Cris’ case with the people of this country.

      She answers a few more questions, it sounds like, and then disconnects the call and turns in her seat with her back against the window.

      “Put on your safety belt,” I demand.

      “What?”

      I roll my eyes and pull the belt across my chest as an example before letting it fall back in place across my breasts. “The closer we get to Cincinnati, the more traffic there will be, the more likely we are to get into some kind of wreck. Put on your safety belt.”

      Slowly, she complies, muttering under her breath the entire time. I nod my head when she’s finished.

      “So, what was that about?”

      “It was the council in Waverly,” she whispers.

      “Yeah, I gathered that much.” My teeth sink into the inside of my cheek as I try to bite back any sarcasm. She’s clearly excited and I don’t want to take away from whatever just happened, but she’s getting on my nerves assuming I don’t have ears.

      “Sorry,” she mutters, adjusting her ponytail on top of her head. “They, apparently, were approached by someone who claimed they’re from a caravan family—”

      “You mean the Jokers.”

      “—and they corroborated I’m a real person and from there, they got my teleaddress—”

      “From Stasia,” I mutter, shivering as her name leaves my mouth. I should know better than to have so much attitude about someone as powerful as that. She’s a princess in the Jokers, for fuck’s sake. If I didn’t learn my lesson with the Regent, I don’t know what will teach me.

      I don’t like how she looks at Cris.

      “Are you jealous of Stasia?”

      “No,” I lie. And I know it’s a lie. She has a lot to offer Cris, to offer anyone, and I’m just some Ward with a few skills with a gun.

      “Mmm, anyway,” she chuckles, dismissing the side conversation. But I can feel her eyes on me, and I don’t like how I have to fight the urge to squirm. “They support us. They said they don’t want to support a corrupt government and are going to shut down their supply chain to the NRA.”

      “Holy fuck,” I whisper, glancing to her. Cris nods her head excitedly, her eyes bright. “That’s huge, boonie. Good fucking job.” Waverly supplies potatoes, grain, and meat to the cities. They’re easily the largest Tribe with the most to offer across the continent.

      “Don’t call me that,” she groans, slamming her hand into my arm.

      I bite back a laugh and nod my head. “Seriously though, good job.”

      “You haven’t heard the best part yet,” she whispers, squirming in her seat.

      “Oh?”

      “Turn on the broadcasts.”

      I do as she says and flick a few knobs on the receiver until voices start coming through the speakers.

      
        
        “The footage shows . . . despotic behavior . . .” The transmission is fuzzy, not all the words are coming in clear, so I turn the knob again until it the static dissipates. “Who is Chaos Coleman? We aren’t sure, entirely. But what happened in Trenton is a violation of the rights of every single citizen in that Tribe. The Venus Guard should be stringing the woman up by her toes, but instead they’re silent.”

        

      

      Oh fuck.

      
        
        “Protests have begun in several cities across the nation, calling for the arrest of Lieutenant Winnie Ford and her entire unit. The Venus Guard refuses comment and the Regent continues to paint Chaos Coleman as a terrorist.”

        “It’s an act of treason to attack members of the Venus Guard. They were probably provoked by those savages—”

        “The footage clearly shows what happened. Why are you so resigned to believe Ford and her unit are innocent?”

        “The guard protects us, damnit. That’s what it does. That’s what they do. I am not going to believe the word of a common criminal over that of—”

        

      

      “Holy fuck,” I whisper. “Protests?”

      When I turn to find Cris blushing, I take the turn toward Cincinatti and clear my throat. “How far are you willing to take this, really?”

      She’s quiet, and when she doesn’t immediately answer, I try again. “It’ll be a war, probably. It’ll be bloody and you’ll be the one they talk about for generations, like Vanna Lombarre.”

      Cris lets out a tiny gasp and I nod my head as the realization sets in for her. She doesn’t realize how important a face is to a movement. Vanna didn’t single-handedly run the Venus Rebellion or win it by herself either, but she’s the one everyone remembers.

      She was the face and the name attached to the movement.

      “I don’t want to be a martyr or a general, Love. I just want revenge. I want other people to not have to get revenge. I want to stop this.”

      “And that’s why you’re the face of this cause,” I whisper. “Because those are the right reasons.”

      We fall into an easy silence. It’s not heavy or awkward, we just have reached the level of comfort where we can co-exist without having to interact with one another.

      Slowly, buildings become more and more frequent. We’re not quite into Cincinatti yet, but I definitely wouldn’t consider this a Tribe. It’s more of a town on the outskirts of the city.

      I drive until a building that looks like a hotel catches my attention and then glance to Cris. “We’ll stay here tonight.” The top floor of the place is in shambles, crumbling at the sides, but the bottom half of the building still seems to be in good order. The sign even has Vacancy lit up in neon lights, so at least I know it has working power.

      “It looks even worse than the place me and Ma stayed in in Dallas,” she groans, unbuckling her safety belt before I’ve even parked the truck. I narrow my eyes on her and pull my mask up over my face, nodding once she copies the move.

      She’s too recognizable  to be running around this close to city with her mask off now. The plan is to try and get in touch with the governor at some point, but we need to do our research before we go deep into Cincinnati and open ourselves up to that kind of heat.

      If she isn’t on board, it could go very bad, very fast.

      “Come on,” I mutter, grabbing our bags from the back of the truck. I roll down the door and lock it, slipping the key into my pocket before Cris manages to grab her bag from my hand.

      “I can carry my own stuff, you know,” she hisses as she starts off toward the door of the building.

      I roll my eyes and follow her into the damp smelling hotel lobby. Cris stands by the glass window, her finger resting on the buzzer that will call the attendant. When he shows up, she holds up two fingers.

      “Room for two, please.”

      The man scans the wall of keys behind him and shakes his head. “I only have singles available, do you want two? They’re sixty credits for the night.”

      “Sixty?” I snort. “No, one room will be fine.” We need to be in the same room anyway, just in case something goes wrong. I have to be able to get Cris out.

      I’m like a glorified bodyguard. How the fuck did that happen?

      I slip the credits into the small opening at the bottom of the window and wait for the key. “Fourth floor, to the right. Room forty-two.”

      “Forty-two is my favorite number,” Cris murmurs as she heads toward the stairs. I snatch the key from the small gap in the glass and hurry after her, shaking my head.

      “Wait up,” I groan. “I need to check the room first, woman.”

      “For what?”

      “Safety?” I whisper, arching an eyebrow.

      “Oh, right,” she mutters, her eyes falling toward the ground. “My bad.”

      We climb the stairs in silence, and I roll my eyes as her previous comment slams into me at full force. “Wait, forty-two is your favorite number? Why?”

      Pausing outside the door, I wait for Cris to look at me before I slip the key into the lock. She tugs her mask down and smirks at me, a slight blush creeping across her cheeks.

      “I read this book when I was a kid, it was old and my teacher said it wasn’t going to help me in life at all since it was make believe story, not a history book, but I really liked it. The characters made me laugh. And in that book, forty-two was the answer to everything.”

      My head tilts to the side as I consider that. I know that book, too. I read a lot in the Ward Home and Douglas Adams was one of my favorite authors. The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Galaxy was a favorite. I twist the key in the lock, pushing the door open and walk in, laying my bag in the chair beside the bed, then open the closet to make sure it’s empty. Next, I inspect the window. Half the blinds are broken but I cover as much of it as possible.

      I open the door to the tiny bathroom and roll my eyes at the water stained tub before calling out, “You can come in, now.”

      Pulling my smaller weapons from the bag, I lay them out on the table and wait for Cris to get settled. I’m still arranging everything when she finally speaks.

      “You don’t think we can win this, do you?” she asks, pulling her hair down from her ponytail with a soft sigh that grabs my attention in the wrong way. My hands still over the weapons and I shrug.

      “I want us to win it.” I turn around and face her, where she stands. “I want you to survive it.” Her eyes soften as those words hit her and I move past her, kicking my boots off before I fall onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling.

      The bed sinks with a new weight and then a head full of blonde hair is shoved into my face as Cris lays her head on my chest. With a deep breath, I remind myself that it was just sex.

      It was just sex. It was just sex. It was just sex.

      She doesn’t want anything from you.

      But the emotions crashing through my chest and down into my stomach disagree. Every breath I take is careful, as if somehow my breathing pattern will give away what I’m thinking.

      When she strokes her hand across my stomach, I relax a bit and let my arm lay across her back, circling the exposed skin I find there.

      “You came for me, and you didn’t have to. I was an idiot that night, I went for a run because I took a Medic tab—”

      “You fucking what?” I snap, craning my head to try and get a look at her face.

      “—I got snatched because of something stupid I did, but you never even questioned how they got me. You came back for me.”

      I bite the tip of my tongue, trying to resist the urge to lecture her about Medic. That shit is terrible for you, and should only be used if you’re dying. I bet I know where she got it—fucking Stasia—but she shouldn’t have taken it.

      And she’s right, she shouldn’t have gone for a run, that was stupid.

      She should have woken me up so I could help her through the metabolic rush, but of course, she didn’t. She’s stubborn and hot-headed and entirely too close and warm right now.

      My fingers dig into the skin of her back as the emotions from that night rush through me again. I woke up and she was gone. I heard a motorcycle as it hot-rodded through the streets but then I couldn’t find Cris. I walked a few blocks looking for her when I saw the truck peel off down a side road.

      It took me some time to get back to our truck and then find them, but I found her. I didn’t know what I’d find when I did. I didn’t know if she’d be alive, injured, or dead.

      Seeing her tied to that chair was one of the scariest things I’ve ever experienced.

      “I can’t let anything happen to you, Chaos Coleman,” I finally reply. A strangled sound dies in her throat and she sits up, leaning heavily on my chest as she stares down at me.

      “Why?”

      “I—”

      “Don’t lie this time, Love. Tell me why you care,” she pleads, her eyes searching mine for something I’m not sure she’s actually ready for. There couldn’t be a worse time to do this.

      There couldn’t be a worse time than this disgusting hotel room, this close to the city, being hunted by the entire NRA, still healing from wounds she got on this journey of hers.

      But maybe that’s why it’s the perfect time.

      “You matter,” I whisper, brushing a wisp of blonde hair back away from her face. “You’re chaotic, and rude, and annoying as fuck.” Cris snorts and shakes her head, shifting her weight to move away from me.

      I grip her chin between my thumb and forefinger, forcing her to hold my gaze. When she gulps, I smile. “But you are sweet, and I’ve seen how you love. I’ve seen the goodness in your heart and I’ve watched you rush into gunfire to save people you don’t know. I’ve never been that good, Cris. Never. I want to be, but—”

      “You make the right decisions when it counts,” she whispers, brushing a hand across my cheek. My face turns against her palm, soaking up her warmth, her goodness, as I blow out a breath. “I’ve seen it.”

      “I want to be good,” I whisper. “Everything I’ve ever known has fallen apart. I did awful things and I can’t lose you.”

      “Why?” She knows the answer. I can see it in her eyes, the hesitance that precedes knowledge.

      “I’ve never fallen in love before—” I nearly choke on the words but somehow, I keep going. “I don’t think I’m there. I don’t think I can be, until this is finished, and my head is clear enough to sort through . . . everything . . . but, I can feel this edge. And it’s like I’m teetering on it, waiting for gravity to take hold. I get jealous—”

      Cris interrupts my speech with her lips, pressing them against mine. It’s the softest kiss we’ve ever shared. I know this woman. I know her body. I’ve had it in my hands a few times now, but this is different.

      I could be kissing a stranger, the difference is so stark. My arms circle her and she plucks at my lips with her own, her breath coming in short, excited pants. My tongue teases across her bottom lip as her mouth moves against mine, as smooth as liquor.

      “I know,” she breathes against my mouth, her hand dragging across my chest. When her palm slides across my nipple, the friction of my shirt against the tender flesh, the weight of her hand, sends a jolt of pleasure through my system that lands directly in my core.

      I sit up, tangling my hand in her hair as I bend her neck, deepening our kiss. My tongue slips across hers, my chest pressed against hers as she rolls her hips down against my lap.

      There’s no anger.

      There’s no sting against my bottom lip this time when she drags her teeth across it. The only rush between us is the need to taste her.

      To feel her.

      Mine, something vulgar in the back of my mind demands and I shudder, trying to suppress my possessive nature. You can’t own a person.

      But damn if I don’t want to.

      Cris traces her tongue across my lip and over to my ear, whispering against the sensitive flesh as her tongue wets the skin.

      “Let me show you how I feel,” she whispers. “I know you said you’re a Touch Me Not, but you weren’t the night I met you—”

      I growl into her shoulder before I bite down, flipping her over on her back as I come on top of her. I tug at her jeans, pushing them down her thighs until she kicks them off.

      “Do you really want that?” I ask, pushing her shirt up over her breasts. My tongue traces around one pebbled nipple while my hand squeezes her other breast.

      Slowly, I work my way down toward the curve of her stomach, stopping to press a kiss there. She’s all muscle, everywhere but here. This small patch of softness is so goddamned cute.

      “Yes,” she whimpers, arching her back as my tongue trails lower. Her legs spread open and I press a kiss to one thigh, then the other, trying to ignore the growing slick between my own legs.

      “Earn it,” I chuckle.

      She huffs, probably getting ready to lay into me for being a smart ass, but I need this right now. My tongue slips between her wet folds and I groan as her familiar taste coats my tongue.

      “F-fuck,” she stammers, lacing her fingers through my hair as I lap slowly at her clit. I slip a finger into a core, teasing that soft spot just inside her, right where I know it drives her crazy.

      I love her like this, on her back, coming undone for me.

      Circling her clit, adding more pressure, I pull my finger back and dive back into her with two. Cris groans, tugging at my hair, and I latch onto her sensitive nub, sucking as she grinds her hips down against me.

      “Damn it, Love,” she whimpers, fucking herself on my hand as I tease and twist my tongue around her clit until her legs start to shake. “Fuck!”

      “It’s okay,” I moan into her pussy, slamming my fingers in and out of her, slow but hard. “You can come apart, Chaos.”
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      “You can come apart for me,” she repeats. Heat builds in my core, begging me to fall over that edge. The edge of my orgasm is just out of reach, daring me to touch it.

      But I can’t.

      She’s trying to put distance between us, now, of all times. I shake my head, fighting the urge to break against her like I have before and tug on her hair until she leans back.

      Love crawls up, leaning over me, her fingers still stroking inside me as she meets my gaze. Then she pauses, going still. “What’s wrong?” she asks, genuine concern written across her face as she cups my cheek.

      I press my lips to hers and rolls us, tugging at her pants. She chuckles against my mouth raising her hips to help me tear the fabric away. There’s too much separating us. My fingers find the thin material of her underwear—of course, she actually wears the useless things—and the wet spot waiting for me makes me grin.

      “I want all of you,” I purr and she raises up, holding me so I’m straddling her lap. My hand stays where it is, rubbing against the wet patch of fabric that still separates us as she slips her fingers easily back into my core, finding a deep, slow rhythm that curves my spine.

      “All of me?” she asks, and my hips roll down against her fingers, my own hand moving slowly in time with her thrusts. She shudders against me, holding eye contact as my lips part with my pleasure.

      "All of you," I gasp, arching my back as another wave of pleasure crashes through my core.

      Love whimpers, tugging my face close to hers. I rub slow circles against her pussy, dragging the fabric of her panties against her wet folds. I can feel the friction of her clit every time I pass over the hard nub.

      “Fuck,” she whimpers, giving in, pressing against my hand as she fucks me slow and deep. “I love you, Chaos.”

      Warmth fills my chest and I lean forward, capturing her lips with my own. I kiss her softly, over and over, panting against her mouth as I rock against her hand. My fingers stutter against her pussy, pushing the fabric aside as they slip through her wet warmth, finding her clit with my thumb.

      “I— “ I stutter, trying to breathe as the first wave of my orgasm crashes around me, pulling me under. “I love you,” I moan, my forehead resting against hers as my core clenches around her fingers.

      “Oh God,” she groans, her lips brushing against my cheek as she pants through the shudders.

      I roll my head from side to side, clinging to her shoulders as her arms come around me. We fall backward, Love pressing gentle kisses to my lips then across my cheek to my ear.

      She doesn’t say anything, and I’m not sure I could even if I wanted to. My heart pounds in my chest, my pulse rushes in my ears, drowning out everything but us.

      She loves me.

      And I said it back.

      I breathe through the panic and stare at the brown curtain of hair covering my face as laughter rips from my chest.

      “What’s so funny?” she asks, propping herself up on her elbow.

      “I cannot believe I love you,” I snicker, swatting her hand away when she tries to smack me.

      “Nice, Cris,” she snaps, but there’s no bite in the words. Only heat.

      I swallow a smile and move until my head is laid on her chest, my leg draped across her thighs.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I promise her. “We will win this.”

      “If not,” she sighs, “this was a hell of a goodbye.”

      My fingers clench against her stomach as I consider that. She isn’t wrong.

      Neither of us talk about the implications of what we just admitted. We don’t make any promises or demands. No titles are thrown around. We just lay there, and drift off to sleep as the buzz of the lights fills the room.
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      "So, what do we need?" I ask Love, turning my head this way and that as we make our way through the market in Cincinnati. There are Tribesfolk here selling their harvests, and Cityfolk peddling their everyday wares.

      "We need to stock up on medical supplies and ammunition. Food isn't a bad idea either," she snorts, "unless you enjoy starving."

      I hold my stomach and shake my head, feigning shock. "You know I love to eat!" And that's true. If there's food available, I'll gorge myself. Luckily, I've always had a fast metabolism, and that, combined with having to move around so much to hunt, and working the farm when I was forced to, has always kept me in decent physical shape.

      But Love likes my shape, if last night is anything to judge by. She likes it quite a bit. I smirk to myself and make sure my mask is covering my face. I don't want to get sick. I've never trusted the air in the cities.

      "You're probably going to get recognized," Love murmurs close to my ear, her hand slipping around my hip as we move through the crowd. "But that's okay. We want that. Try not to freak out when it happens. I may even drop your name a bit to speed it up."

      "Whyyyy," I whine, my nerves already firing with the panic that thought brings. Fidgeting with my hair. This is why I’m no good at cards, I chastise myself internally. I have always played with my ponytail when nervous.

      I can’t bluff to save my damn life, and one of these days, my life is going to depend on it, I’m sure of that.

      “Because, if the governor here is really as anti-NRA as I think she is, then when the guard gets reports that we are here, she will intercept it. If not—” she shrugs her shoulder and pats the gun at her hip. “We may have to shoot our way out of Cincinnati.”

      “It seems like a big gamble,” I mutter, my heart speeding against my chest.

      “Everything we do is a gamble, Chaos,” she replies a little too loudly and I flinch.

      “I guess that’s true.”

      Love squeezes my hip and presses a kiss to my neck before pulling me toward a stall full of knives. “I love you, Chaos Coleman.”

      I don’t know if this is part of her announcing our arrival or if she means it right now, if she feels it right now, but my heart bursts hearing her say those words. She loves me.

      I never thought I’d love anyone. I never thought I’d be inexplicably pulled toward someone like I’ve been pulled to Love, over and over again.

      “I love you, too,” I smile, ignoring the heat creeping across my cheeks. Love’s eyes crinkle above her mask and I know she’s smiling before she turns toward the clerk and starts negotiating for ammo.

      “How do you know we even sell ammunitions?” she scoffs, crossing her arms.

      “Look, Chaos, this bitch is—”

      “Chaos Coleman?” the woman asks, her eyebrows shooting up her forehead. She yanks her mask down and motions for me to do the same. I tug it down for a moment and smile at her, a little confused by the reaction. I’m not sure if this lady supports the cause or is going to turn me in.

      According to Love, either works in our favor at this point. But it’s nerve racking.

      “What do you need?” she asks, turning to Love. I pull my mask back up and nod to the two of them before wandering to the next booth. There are all sorts of fruit, and fruit isn’t cheap in the NRA. Vegetables and meat are necessities, but fruit is a frivolous expenditure Ma could never afford when I was a kid.

      Ever since I started making my own credits, I’ve bought fruit every chance I get. Especially peaches. Peaches are delicious.

      The woman behind the counter is obviously from the Tribes. She doesn’t have a single piece of leather on, and even her mask is made of plain plaid cloth. Something about her reminds me of home.

      “Hi,” she says, greeting me as I peruse the baskets of fruit.

      “Hi! Do you have any peaches?”

      “I have one basket of peaches left,” she says, holding up a finger as she bends down. When she stands back up, she places a small basket of peaches on the counter and my mouth starts watering. “How much are they?”

      “Seventeen credits per pound,” she murmurs.

      I nod my head and pull two from the basket. Just as I’m reaching into my pocket for my credits, someone comes up to me and taps me on the shoulder. I whip around, half-expecting Love to be the culprit, but instead it’s a dark-haired girl with big doe-brown eyes.

      “Yes?” I ask, when she doesn’t speak.

      She glances to the side and pushes her hair back behind her ear. “Are you Chaos Coleman? Someone said she was here, and you sort of favor her. I just wanted to say, if you are, thank you.”

      “For what?” My spine stiffens and I glance around the crowd for Love. She’s still talking to the woman about ammunition one stall over, but she glances toward me and nods. It’s easier to relax, knowing she’s keeping an eye on things.

      “My brother works the wheat fields in Trenton. Chaos Coleman and her partner saved him—” she shrugs, holding her elbow like a child might when they’re shy or in trouble. “I just wanted to tell her thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” I rush out. “The people in Trenton were good to us.”

      Her eyes sparkle with delight and she digs in her pocket, laying a handful of credits on the counter. “Stay safe.”

      I open my mouth to stop her; I don’t want to take her hard-earned money, but she slips into the crowd before I can think what to say.

      “Is that true?” the woman behind the counter asks, leaning forward with her forearms resting on the wood. “Are you that Coleman girl?”

      I nod my head, stuffing the two peaches into my bag. I’m going to enjoy those later.

      “Here,” she whispers, pushing the basket forward. “Take the lot. Take whatever you need.”

      “I couldn’t,” I hiss, meeting her bright green eyes. “You need to make your money.”

      “There’s more important things. This is all I can afford to do, so take it. You’re doing good work. No one feels safe, and no one will until something comes of all this, but you’re the one out there finding out the truth for us—”

      “I’m not really—”

      “It’s appreciated.”

      I swallow hard, nodding my head. “Thank you,” I whisper, pulling the basket forward by the handle.

      “I’m sorry you lost your Ma,” she murmurs, her wrinkles showing as her face screws up into something that looks like anguish. “It ain’t natural to lose family like that. Not like that—”

      A strangled sound—something between a sob and a hiccup—rips from my chest and the old woman reaches across, patting my arm.

      “You’ll be okay, little one.”

      “You okay?” a familiar voice asks behind me and I nod my head, smiling at the old woman with tears brimming in my eyes. Her words mean more than she could ever possibly realize.

      “Yeah,” I whisper, turning around with the basket in hand. “Let’s go.”

      As we make our way down the sidewalk, aiming for where Love parked the truck, two women step out from an alley, directly in front of us. I’m not naïve enough to think it’s a coincidence, not with the way they look at me, recognition sparking in their eyes.

      They’re obviously guards of some kind, but not Venus Guard. They aren’t wearing the uniform, or a pin. They’re in plain clothes that somewhat match, but I wouldn’t go as far as to call them uniforms. The woman on the left is shorter, a little more round than her counterpart, with short wavy hair. The taller one looks like a child wearing too much makeup, her bangs clipped back with a too-large metallic clip, her eyelashes too long to be natural.

      Love steps in front of me and I snort at the protective gesture—even though it’s warranted, Love has more experience than me when it comes to fighting, after all.

      The shorter woman on the left raises her hands in mock surrender and smirks. “Calm down, we just want to talk to Chaos Coleman.”

      I glance nervously from Love to the two women and narrow my eyes. “Who is we?”

      “Cri—” Love begins but the shorter woman interrupts her.

      “The Governor of Cincinnati.”

      Love glances over her shoulder at me and then falls back to my side, listening. I don’t admit my name, but I don’t deny it either. I’m not stupid, even if I’m no good at this.

      “Come to the governor’s penthouse and she will explain.” The taller one holds out a card and I reach for it, hesitantly taking the thick piece of paper into my hand. With that, the two women walk away, their long coats flowing behind them.

      Love mutters under her breath and I turn to her, glancing nervously around us. “Is it a trap?”

      “It’s what we wanted to happen, but that was very fast. I thought it would take a day or two, at least, before you got on her radar. They were waiting for you.”

      “How would she know we were coming to Cincinnati?”

      “Maybe she didn’t,” she shrugs as she starts walking toward the truck again, this time a little more hurriedly than before. I keep up with her pace, trying to resist the urge to look over my shoulder, I know it looks guilty and we don’t need the extra attention right now.

      “Maybe she’s smarter than that, and just had people watching already.”

      “Maybe,” I mutter, scratching behind my ear.

      “We need a city in our pocket if we’re going to win. At least one city.”

      “Yeah,” I sigh, waiting for Love to unlock the truck. As I climb in, my stomach does tiny flip flops. Every possible thing that could go wrong flies through my mind and swirls around in a pattern that feels like inevitability.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” Love promises and I take a deep breath, staring at the broken woman sitting beside me. She’s been through so much, even more than me. I don’t know how she manages to be so strong for me all the time, even when I pushed her away and screamed how much I don’t need her help, she was there.

      She’s been there since she came into my life, and she has never abandoned me. Even when it would be easy, even when literally anyone would understand why she had to.

      I believe her when she says she won’t let anything happen to me, but she only has control over so much.

      We’re quiet for most of the ride to the hotel, and we pay for another night as we go through the door. The attendant doesn’t even question it. I wonder for a moment if he has something to do with how the governor knew we were here.

      When we get to the room, Love groans and does another safety sweep. She doesn’t trust the security of this place either, apparently.

      “Let Stasia know we’re going to the governor’s penthouse tonight. That way if she doesn’t hear from us soon, she’ll know to—”

      “To break us out of the fucking Cellars?”

      “You think the Jokers don’t have that kind of power?” Love smirks. “And you think she wouldn’t use it for you? She was smitten.”

      “Smitten?” I snort. “She was not. You were projecting.”

      Love shrugs her shoulder and falls backward on the bed, stealing a peach from the basket I still hold in my lap. “Maybe. But if this is a trap and we get outplayed, we will need help. I’m not ready to die quite yet.”

      “Me either,” I admit, worrying my bottom lip as I sit up and find the communicator in Love’s bag. I don’t know how much pull the Jokers actually have, but it can’t hurt for people to know where we’re going.

      As I dial Stasia’s teleaddress, I snatch the peach from Love’s hand and take a bite of it, narrowing my eyes on the thief. “You should tell Charity, too.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      I don’t know if either of them could do anything to help us, not if things really go badly. But it’s worth a shot, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      I stand beside Love as one of the women from earlier today pats me down outside the door to the governor’s penthouse.

      “No surprises in here?” she asks as her hand slides around my thigh and I fight back the urge to snarl at her.

      “Depends on the definition,” I snap. Okay, maybe I could have fought the urge a little harder . . .

      “Chaos,” Love snorts, and my eyes flick to her. The taller woman pats her down, batting her too-long eyelashes the entire time and my blood boils. “It’s fine,” she murmurs, meeting my eyes.

      “We were invited here,” I hiss. “I don’t see the point in treating us like criminals.”

      “But you are criminals, technically,” the round woman laughs, standing back to her full height. “The governor just doesn’t seem to care.”

      Love and I fall in line behind her as she opens the white door and stands by it to allow us through before she closes it again. “And do you think we’re criminals?” I ask, pausing beside her without turning in her direction.

      “Yes,” she admits. “But I don’t know if I care, either.”

      Biting back a smirk, Love and I walk hand in hand into the sitting room of the penthouse. Scantily clad men walk around the room, some of them doing household chores like dusting—though this place doesn’t look like there’s a spot of dust anywhere—and some lounge on furniture.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been in a room so big.

      A man wearing nothing but a skimpy pair of silky shorts walks up to us and waves toward a couch. A white couch. Do you know how rich you have to be in the NRA to afford to have white things? They get filthy so fast. Even the air outside stains white clothes.

      This is extravagance.

      I wipe my hands across my butt before sitting down on the edge of the seat and watch the face of the woman across the small table crosses her legs, sipping on a glass of what looks like wine.

      Another luxury I’ve never had the good fortune of tasting.

      Love sinks onto the couch beside me, less concerned with dirtying the white upholstery than I am, apparently. Her hands rest on her thighs and I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees.

      Just as I open my mouth to speak, a very pregnant woman enters the room, cradling her belly as she takes a seat beside the governor.

      “Calm down, Miss Coleman, relax. I’m not going to give you up to the guard,” the governor smirks. “Not today, anyway.”

      I take a deep breath, readying my response to that but Love beats me to it.

      “And why is that?”

      “Who are you?” she asks, turning her attention onto Love. I slip my hand across Love’s knee and lean forward, cocking my eyebrow.

      “She’s with me.”

      “Donna, stop terrorizing them,” the wife pouts, draping an arm around the governor’s neck. “You remember how protective of me you were when we first met.”

      A blush creeps across my cheeks and my hand starts to slip away from Love’s knee, but she lays her hand over mine. It’s a silent command not to give up the personal contact. Perhaps she needs it as much as I do.

      “I invited you here because I’m interested in your grudge against the Venus Guard and the New Republic of America,” the Governor sighs, nodding her head before she presses a gentle kiss to her wife’s arm. “I’m Donna Ledlow and this is my wife, Bella. It’s a pleasure to meet you and your . . . accomplice . . ., Miss Coleman.”

      “Love Ward.” Love supplies her name without any hesitation and I wince when the recognition sparks in Bella’s eyes. She leans forward, rubbing the top of her stomach.

      “I knew the broadcasts about the deserter were connected to Chaos Coleman, I knew it.”

      I snort and quickly cover my mouth, embarrassment flooding my cheeks as I shake my head. “I didn’t realize people were speculating about us. You make it sound like some kind of entertainment.”

      “Well,” Donna purrs. “It is, sort of. You two have been stirring up trouble and the NRA hasn’t had a good coup since its inception. It’s terribly depressing business, but at the same time, it’s amusing to watch Roxanne Freestone run around like a scared dog.” She sits her wine glass down and clasps her hands in her lap. “So, can you clear up what your grudge against our government is?”

      “I was pretty clear about what my grudge is, ma’am,” I snap, spitting the word out like the poison it is. “It’s not a grudge. What happened in Arden was a violation of our rights as citizens of the New Republic, and a violation of our trust in the Venus Guard. There’s no excuse for that kind of—”

      Donna holds up a hand and nods her head, and my mouth clacks shut as I swallow the rest of my speech. My fingernails dig into Love’s jeans as my agitation grows thicker.

      “You’re right, that’s not why I called you here,” she says carefully. “There is talk the Regent plans on making serious changes to our government. Allegedly, she plans on giving men more rights, relaxing the laws that prevent them from holding power in our society.”

      I glance to Love, wide-eyed and she shakes her head just slightly. Neither of us have heard about this, but we already know the Regent is beyond a sympathizer.

      “She admitted this?”

      “There was a briefing with all the governors. She alluded to wanting less turmoil, more equality, but she wouldn’t ever come right out and say it. It sounds harmless enough, but I know—I know—it’s dangerous. I know she’s up to something. If you can prove what it is, Cincinnati will stand with you in whatever comes.”

      My lip curls back as what she’s saying slams into me and fresh anger has my fingers curling into fists. “You want us to do your legwork. We already showed everyone in the NRA the footage from what happened in Trenton.”

      “Yes,” she admits. “But I need to know why she’s raiding the tribes. There is all kinds of talk going around, the NRA is unstable now because of what you’ve already done. But all the people know is that the government is corrupt. No one knows the end game, therefore no one feels comfortable truly laying blame at any one person’s feet.”

      “Why is so much more important than what,” Bella admits, leaning back to rest her feet on the coffee table. My eyes drop to her swollen ankles and I quickly look away, embarrassed to point out something like that. It’s impolite, Ma would have knocked me upside the head. Bella chuckles, drawing my gaze back to her face. Her blue eyes sparkle as she smiles and waves down to her feet. “Pregnancy does awful things to the body, I’m afraid. I have to elevate them or they’ll never shrink enough for me to wear real shoes again.”

      “Hush that,” Donna coos, wrapping a hand around her wife’s bare foot. “I’d just buy you new ones that fit.”

      “Sweet woman,” Bella murmurs, patting Donna’s hand.

      It’s cute, but not what I came here to see. “How exactly am I supposed to get this information?” I ask. “We aren’t any closer to understanding why the Regent is doing this than we were when we left Arden.”

      “I’m not—” A holocast drops into the room and we all go still as Roxanne Freestone rotates in front of us, her visage immaculate and powerful.

      
        
        “Hello, citizens of the New Republic of America. I am excited to announce the governors of this great nation have voted to support a new program within the NRA. The Atonement will be a social program where select men—men who have never been penanced—can earn more rights within our society.

        We have, for too long, rested on the laurels of our past. We will lead the NRA into a brighter, more fertile future, one where I hope equality will reign one day. Until then, we can only try our best.

        Your support in this new chapter of our history is appreciated, and I know we will accomplish great things as we always have—with unity.”

        

      

      I take a deep breath and shake my head as the holo blinks off. “Do you know anything about something called the Privilege?”

      Donna and Bella exchange a glance and then shake their heads in unison. “I don’t think so. Is it relevant?”

      “Probably,” I mutter, looking at Love for some sign of what to do.

      “We will try to get the information you need, Governor. If you hear anything about the Privilege, we would appreciate you sharing that information with us, as well.”

      “Of course,” Donna purrs, reaching out her hand.

      My teeth scrape over my bottom lip as I take her hand and shake it. I can’t help but feel like I just made a deal with the devil—and the devil is hiding more information than she’s sharing.

      Or perhaps I’m finally becoming as cynical as Love.
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      I glance down at the communicator, my arm draped around Cris’ neck as we listen to Charity drone on and on about what progress she isn’t making.

      “It’s not easy to hack into the NRA’s most protected files,” she snaps, and I bite back a laugh as Cris’ hand swats against my leg.

      “Be nice,” she mouths.

      “I know, sorry. So, you can’t find anything about the Privilege?”

      “Not really. If they’re connected to this Atonement business, though, I’m guessing there will be deeds and financials to trace. If I could hack into the Revenue Service, I’d be set, but they keep everything offline. Which is smart, when you think about it. You’d have to go there in person and download the information, then I can search it for anything useful and upload what we find to the broadcasts.”

      My fingers drum against Cris’ arm and I nod my head. “If we get the information, you can decrypt it?”

      “Yeah, duh. It’s kinda what I do, Love.”

      “I remember,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. Disconnecting the call, I toss the communicator into the chair beside the bed and stare at the glitchy television as Cris settles in on my chest.

      We’re still in the same shitty hotel room, because staying deep in Cincinnati seems like a bad move. I don’t fully trust Donna Ledlow. She’s on our side, but only to the point that it benefits her own political platform.

      If somehow, something we did lost us favor on the national scale—

      “Turn it up,” Cris hisses, pointing toward the tv. I focus on the screen and can see why she’s interested. With a click of the remote, the volume turns on again and we both lean forward to see what the broadcasters have to say.

      
        
        “Riots in L.A . . .”

        

      

      Grainy footage of large crowds fills the screen. Women wave posters with slogans written on them, but the one that catches my eye features a poster of Cris.

      And a burning Venus star painted across it.

      I glance down to the pin I still wear, the Venus star that clings to my shirt. I’ve kept it in case it can help us at any checkpoints, but right now, it disgusts me.

      “The guard isn’t all bad,” I murmur, glancing back at the television as the footage zooms in on that poster.

      
        
        “Chaos Coleman, the face of the movement calling for accountability from the Venus Guard and the NRA.”

        

      

      “Burning the entire thing to the ground isn’t—”

      “I know they’re not all bad, baby,” Cris murmurs, nuzzling her head against my chest again until I lay back down. Her voice is thick and sleepy, all the excitement she displayed just a moment ago, gone.

      “We stand for something? You know?” I sigh, running my fingers through my hair. “Vanna didn’t want us to do shit like this. The stuff my sisters have agreed to—and a lot of them are Wards, man, there are so many conscripts in this guard—isn’t within our codices.”

      “Not everyone sees it that way,” Cris yawns.

      “I hate myself for the stuff I’ve done, sometimes,” I admit quietly. “I’m so disappointed in myself, in the guard. I really believed in this . . . thing that doesn’t exist, not really.”

      Cris sits up and takes my cheeks between her palms, staring into my eyes with those golden hazel pools of honey. “You are good. And it doesn’t come easy for you to be good, so I feel like it means more. You don’t have to feel guilty all the time.”

      I nod my head and pull the pin from my shirt, my heart panging toward the metal as I lay it on the bedside table. “Maybe the flames will be a new addition when the revolution takes hold. The Venus Guard reborn.” My head falls back on the pillow and Cris stays where she is for a moment, staring at the bedside table as her fingers tap out a rhythm against my chest.

      Eventually, she lays her head down, pressing a kiss to the skin above my heart. “You are more than the sum of the orders you’ve followed.”

      Those words make my breath catch in my chest.

      Smoothing her hair down, I close my eyes and think about the road ahead of us. How to get us to DC safely. How to get into the Revenue Service safely. How to do so many things . . . safely.

      But there’s nothing safe about a revolution.

      There’s nothing safe about taking on an entire government.

      And I want Cris safe. So, how do I reconcile that?

      You are more than the sum of the order you’ve followed. I don’t think I’ve ever needed to hear anything more than I needed to hear that.

      Anica Green. Her eyes flash across the black void behind my lids and I cringe, swallowing the guilt and the tears that I want to spill for her. She’s gone, all I can do is help Cris make sure there are no more Anica Greens.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        “In an unprecedented move, the terrorist known as Chaos Coleman has released footage of the interrogation of a man who seems to be affiliated with some form of . . . militant unit . . . attached to the Venus Guard.”

        “The Venus Guard doesn’t employ men,” the second broadcaster argues, scoffing as she looks over the stack of papers in her hand. “It’s a codex we all agree to when we are sworn in. When you join the guard, you join to protect your sisters. Men have never—”

        The dark-haired woman adjusts her glasses and holds up a finger. “Be that as it may, there have been overwhelming reports of violence in the Tribes—violence attributed to the Venus Guard. This precedes the announcement of Regent Freestone’s new Atonement Program. Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

        “You think the Atonement Program is recruiting men into the guard?” the woman laughs, rubbing her hand over her buzzed hair. The Venus Star shaved into the side of her hair makes it clear where her loyalties lie. “No guard I know would fight beside a man, not even if the Regent herself ordered it.”

        “Well, now,” the brunette sighs, taking her glasses off completely. Her hand falls on the table as she twirls the wire frames around, staring at the veteran with obvious agitation. “I’m just presenting facts. The riots say a lot about what the people of the New Republic think about these claims. No one has taken responsibility for the violence we witnessed in Trenton, and no one is even talking about the countless other Tribes who have been victimized.”

        “That shit in Trenton was blurry, grainy—”

        “And clearly identified one Lieutenant Ford, on camera. As you can see in this freeze frame.” The woman pauses and then a picture slides into the corner of the screen, one showing LT Winnie Ford holding a gun pointed toward a group of civilians. “How do you explain that? Why hasn’t Lieutenant Ford been arrested?”

        “When the guard handles things,” the woman sighs, dragging a hand down her face, “we hardly ever advertise to the NRA what we are doing. It’s something called OPSEC, ever heard of it, Diana?”

        “Yes, Brittany, I have. Since I was a conscript in the same unit you began in in,” the broadcaster snaps. “I don’t want to take sides here, that’s not the point of the press. I just want to get to the bottom of what’s really going on. The people in this country are outraged. Women are dying at the hands of the women who are meant to be protecting them, and no one is doing anything about it!”

        Brittany slams her hand on the table and shakes her head. “Chaos Coleman is a terrorist.”

        “The same could have been said about Vanna Lombarre at one point, too,” Diana smirks, looking from her co-host directly to the camera as she nods her head, laying the stack of papers she’s been holding flat on the table.

        “That’s all we have time for tonight, but join us tomorrow for more coverage on the riots in Los Angeles.”
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      We carry our bags into the ground floor of the apartment building. Old DC is exactly what I thought it would be like. The pollution and radiation here is off the charts, I could hardly breathe once we opened the doors to the truck.

      Groups of people crowd around every corner outside, doing who knows what, and even Love looked nervous until we made it inside the building.

      “Stasia said apartment thirteen, right?” I ask Love as we step around a group of people huddling near what looks like the laundry room.

      “Yeah,” she answers, casting me a smirk as she side eyes me. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” I groan, and she laughs. I hug my bag tighter to my chest and glare at her. “You were so fond of befriending a bunch of criminals—” she waves to the building around us, to the graffiti painted on the walls as we walk down the hall and her laughter only deepens. “Now look at you.”

      “They weren’t criminals though, not really,” I reason. “You saw, they’re just . . . surviving.”

      Love shrugs her shoulder and I flick her off with my left hand, just narrowly avoiding being shoved as we come to a thick group of people blocking the hallway. Several women and a few men stand around, a few sit with their backs to the wall.

      “Chaos Coleman?” a young woman with a gun slung across her chest asks. My eyes raise from the gun to the girl’s face. She can’t be more than twenty-one, not much younger than me, but still a kid by the looks of it. Her hair is slicked down in the front and tied up, giving way to a large poof of hair at the back. I realize she’s much shorter than I originally thought, her hair gives her like four or five extra inches of perceived height.

      Cool trick.

      “Yeah,” I answer, tilting my head to the side.

      “Come with us,” she nods, turning around. The group splits apart and we walk through it toward an apartment at the end of the hall. “Your room is in there,” she points and throws a key to Love.

      Love catches it without hesitation. “Thanks,” she murmurs.

      “Thank you,” I rush out quickly.

      “No problem. Princess Stasia said to make sure y’all were taken care of.” The girl nods her head again and turns around, returning to her friends in the hallway.

      “She doesn’t talk much, huh?” Love asks as she unlocks the door. I don’t know what I was expecting to find when we walked into that apartment, probably some more permanent version of the shitty hotel rooms I’ve stayed in since this all began, but that isn’t what I find at all.

      Instead, a big bed sits in the middle of the room, a big television—it only has one crack in the corner—and several desks. Love walks to the bathroom and opens the closet on her way in there. I know it’s a force of habit to do a safety sweep, but from what we just saw outside, I’m pretty sure this place is well guarded.

      “Holy shit, there’s a shower and a tub,” Love calls out and I jog toward the bathroom to see. She’s not lying. There’s a big tub and a showerhead sticking from the wall. Most places only have one option or the other anymore. Just out of curiosity, I reach over and turn the spigot. Water falls from the faucet into the tub.

      I blow out a breath and pull the little plunger that should clog it and let the water come out the—

      “Ahh! It works!” I squeal.

      Love glares at me with water dripping down her face and I cover my mouth as I try to swallow my laughter. Her cheeks turn red and I shut off the water, biting my lip to keep the laugh from spilling out.

      “I’m glad you’re so fucking impressed,” she snaps, storming to the rack of towels by the toilet. She dries off her face and throws the towel at me as I slide past her.

      “It’s just water,” I snicker. “You’ll be fine.”

      “It was fucking freezing!”

      I chuckle to myself as I wander around the one-bedroom apartment. There’s a small kitchen area. It’s not very big, but it’s plenty for anyone living here. And we won’t be here long, most likely. We’re only in DC to try and get the information Governor Ledlow wants.

      The information we want.

      Who is the Privilege?

      “This place looks pretty nice to be filled with—”

      Love snorts behind me as she exits the bathroom and I turn around to find her stripping out of her shirt. “What’s so funny?”

      “You’re ridiculous,” Love laughs.

      “Why am I ridiculous?!” I ask, my voice creeping higher and higher as she keeps laughing at me.

      “You’re so worried about how criminal they look, but you’re the most wanted woman in the NRA right now, and your little bestie is Princess Stasia.”

      I narrow my eyes on her and cross my arms as she keeps stripping out of her clothes, obviously getting ready to take a shower. “To be fair, I think you’re probably my bestie.” I over-enunciate the word and she tilts her head to the side.

      “Is that what I am?”

      “Is that what you wanna be?”

      “Hmmm,” she hums, retreating to the bathroom. “I don’t know, ask me tomorrow.”

      I roll my eyes at her and start unpacking our bags, laying the weapons out on the desks where we can easily see them. There’s already a blueprint of the Revenue Service building laid out on the kitchen table, apparently. As I look it over, I pull the communicator from Love’s bag, and her Venus Guard pin falls out.

      “Maybe the flames will be a new addition after the revolution.”

      When I hear the pipes groan with the start of Love’s shower, I clasp the little pin in my fist and make my way to the door. That girl—the one with the poof—sits against the wall, flipping through a magazine with a bored expression on her face.

      A man sits beside her, puffing on a cigarette.

      “Hey,” I call out, gently closing the door behind me.

      “What’s up?” she asks, leaning forward as if she expects some sort of trouble.

      I toss the guard pin to her and she catches it, examining the piece of metal with a curious expression on her face. “What’s this?”

      “Can you get me some of these, but with flames coming off the circle?”

      “Like the Rebellion Star? The one on the broadcasts?”

      “Yeah,” I smile. “Exactly like that.”

      “That should be easy enough.” She beams up at me and I can’t help but return the same positive energy.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Adria,” she answers, smoothing her hair where it’s flat against her scalp.

      “You’re from the Tribes?”

      “Yeah,” she answers, her eyes drifting to the side. My heart falls to the floor when I see that familiar expression, that familiar lost sense of grief.

      “One of the ones that—”

      “Yeah, I’m from Edgewater.” Adria tilts her chin high holds my gaze, her nearly black eyes boring into mine.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I know. But that’s why I'm here,” she shrugs, waving her hand down to the hall to the group of people holding guns and other weapons at the ready. “It’s why we’re all here. Everyone in this building has lost something because of the NRA or the Venus Guard. You’ve got a lot of people behind you, Chaos Coleman. We’re just waiting for the word.”

      That’s a sobering thought. I just asked her to get me some vanity pins made, mostly to cheer Love up. I don’t know when I’ll be ready to give that word, what it’ll mean completely . . . but I know it’s coming.

      “Who did you lose?”

      “Everyone,” she answers, her eyes going tight around the corners. A familiar ache fills my chest and I have to bite back a strangled sob.

      “Have you met anyone named Liam, lately?” I ask, switching the subject. I keep thinking I lost everyone, but Liam is still alive somewhere. He had to have seen the broadcasts, the holo. He has to have some idea what’s going on, but I haven’t heard from him.

      And that worries me.

      There’s no part of me that believes Liam could be so done with our family he would ignore the fact our mother, father, and brother were all murdered by the NRA. He’d reach out to me.

      “Mmm, I don’t think so. I can keep an eye out, though. More and more people are coming to the caravans looking for peace and help, and to show their support.”

      “That’d be great,” I murmur.

      “Who is he?”

      “My brother.”

      Adria closes her eyes and nods. She doesn’t tell me she lost her brother, but I can tell by the way she winces as the mention of the word, he’s at least one of the people she lost. And I hate it.

      No one deserves that pain. But there’s nothing I can say other than I’m sorry, and I’ve already said that.

      Anything else is just ripping open her already sore wounds.

      I nod to Adria and turn back toward the room, pushing the door open with a stone sitting in my stomach. Seeing the people who are counting on me hits different than being on some solo quest for revenge.

      This isn’t just about me anymore.

      I told Love I didn’t want to be some general or a martyr, but it looks like I might be anyway.

      Fuck.

      I close the door behind me and find Love standing wrapped in a towel, bent over the kitchen table, studying the blueprints of the Revenue Service.

      “Did you tell her we were going to the Revenue Service?”

      “No,” I admit, wrapping my arms around her from behind. Love goes soft against me, laying her hand over mine as I squeeze her tight. “But I’m gonna be honest, babe,” I snicker, “I think the Jokers have more connections than the guard might have realized.”

      “I think you’re fucking right,” she groans. “I swear to you, I’m going to fight that bitch when this whole thing is over.”

      “What on earth for?”

      “Well,” she snaps, turning around with her lips pursed. “She likes you—”

      “Who can blame her?”

      Love shoves my shoulder and continues “—and they’re corrupt as fuck. Caravans, my ass. How did she know?”

      I snort and move away from her, getting a better view of the blueprint. “I don’t know. I also don’t know how we can get in and out of this building without causing some serious damage or getting caught.”

      “Yeah,” she sighs, running her fingers through her damp hair. “There’s some logistics to work out. I wish Charity could just hack it.”

      The pettiest part of me wants to point out Charity was important to Love at some point, that they were together . . . but I don’t. I’m not actually worried about her jealousy of Stasia. I’m pretty sure it’s just her way of showing affection at this point.

      Some people give kisses.

      Love rambles about Stasia.

      It’s cute, sort of.

      And I don’t really care what Charity used to be to Love. Whatever they were is over. They hadn’t seen each other in forever from what I could tell of their interaction at Ace’s. If she’s ever ready, she’ll admit it to me.

      But people deserve to keep some of their secrets to themselves.

      Ma taught me that.
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        * * *

      

      I turn in circles, staring at the destruction around me. There’s so much smoke, so much fire, so much red.

      “Where am I?” I ask the void, but no one answers. There’s only me and the flames. I walk through the fire, hissing and crying as my flesh blisters under the heat, until finally I reach the edge of the destruction.

      Sand tickles my bare feet and my eyes raise from the ground to the horizon. Toppled buildings stand in the distance, smoking as if they were ruined today instead of generations ago.

      A bright yellow light blazes in the distance and Ma’s voice fills my ears.

      “They’re like dogs. If you train them right, they can be loyal and fine companions. But if you let them run wild, they turn rabid, like those coydogs you like to shoot—”

      I shake my head trying to make sense of her words. She’s said that to me before. “What do you mean?”

      “Politics is like coydogs,” she murmurs.

      I blink in confusion and suddenly I’m kneeling in the middle of the street, surrounded familiar faces. Everyone lies on their back, some of them scream in agony, some of them already stare with eyes that see nothing.

      Arden.

      I’m in Arden.

      “Cris,” Connor chokes out, wrapping his hand around mine. “Why did you let this happen?”

      “Why didn’t you love me?” Vanessa asks, blood leaking from the corner of her mouth as she covers her bleeding abdomen. “Why wasn’t I good enough?”

      “Take care of your brother,” Ma commands.

      “You let them die,” Da snarls.

      I shake my head, covering my ears as the voices of all the dead around me reach a roaring crescendo.

      But they don’t stop.

      They keep telling me all my sins while I rock myself back and forth, trying to protect my ears from their hate.
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      As we reach the corner of the Revenue Services building, I grab Cris’ arm and pull her to a stop. She leans back against the wall, casually adjusting the cap on her Venus Guard uniform.

      I don’t even want to think about where those Jokers thugs got these from. They’re authentic, though, I know that much. Everything down to the nametags being in the proper place.

      “You good?”

      “Just double checking we have everything.” I have a service pistol at my hip and so does Cris, but in the bag there are two rifles, several thumb drives to download the information from the servers inside the building, and the communicator so we call the Jokers if we need help with extraction. There are two spare masks in here, too, so when we ditch the uniforms, we can blend back into the crowds on the street without anything tied to the outfits we wore into the building.

      With a sigh, I nod my head and stand up, meeting Cris’ gaze. “You ready?”

      “Are we terrorists?” she asks. I follow her gaze to the side of a building across the street. Two posters hang side by side: one showcasing Cris’ face and name, naming her a wanted woman, and the other with the flaming Venus Star that people have been associating with the rebellion.

      Propaganda. It’s propaganda from both sides of this brewing confrontation. I shake my head and cup her cheek, forcing her to look at me. “No. We’re ending terrorism.”

      Cris nods her head, but I’m not fully convinced she believes me. Before I can say anything else though, she pulls the pin from my uniform and replaces it with something else.

      I pull the blouse tight so I can see the pin and my heart starts beating faster. “I—”

      “It’s for you. I had them made,” she murmurs as she sticks her own pin on her uniform. “because we aren’t breaking the system. We’re fixing it. We’re not terrorists.”

      “We’re not terrorists,” I murmur in awe as my fingers tracing the burning Venus Star where it clings to my shirt. I find myself glancing down to the pin over and over as we make our way toward the entrance to the building.

      I don’t know if Cris knows how much this means to me or not . . . but this is easily the kindest thing anyone has ever done for me. Without a doubt. I have been struggling with my place in this world since I saw behind the mask of the Venus Guard and the NRA. Those two institutions are all I’ve ever known, all I’ve ever aspired to be, and they let me down.

      And this pin, this feels like my ticket into the new world she’s building.

      That we’re building.

      I swallow the emotion clogging my throat and make sure my mask in place. Cris’ is already secure, she hates breathing the air in the city. Her and her little virgin lungs from the Tribes. It should be considered a damn handicap.

      “Here we go,” I whisper as I push the door open. The guard at the metal detector doesn’t do more than nod to us as we bypass the scanner and take the employee route. We head into the offices behind her, to find rows and rows of cubicles filled with computers.

      In the back of the room, two computers sit side by side. That’s where we will be able to download the information with the least amount of interference. The Revenue Service keeps information on all taxes, transfers of large property, and official payments within the NRA.

      If you receive a check from the government, you’re on file in here somewhere.

      If you have ever paid taxes, you are on file in here somewhere.

      If you have ever sold land,or a business, you are on file here.

      If there is any place we will find information on the Privilege, and what that word means, and how it connects to the Atonement, it will be somewhere in this building.

      As we walk past the women working in their cubicles, no one so much as raises their head to acknowledge us. We look like Venus Guard, so of course they wouldn’t question our presence in a government building.

      When we reach the computers in the back of the room, I turn to face the office and all its inhabitants as Cris fires up the computer and slips a thumb drive into receptacle. “It shouldn’t take long, according to Charity. You remember her instructions?”

      Cris huffs under her breath, quickly clicking on the screen, but I can’t see what she’s doing so I have to rely on her vocal confirmation, instead.

      “My computer. Safety Drive. Drag to drive letter R.”

      “You find it?”

      “Yep. It’s copying now. We just have to wait,” she whispers, turning around to stand beside me, effectively blocking the computer screen from anyone who might walk by.

      “This seems too easy,” she whispers, nudging me with her elbow.

      “It was a good plan,” I shrug, keeping my eyes trained on the cubicles in front of us. “One minute?”

      “That should be plenty. The files were floating across pretty—”

      “Hey, what are you two doing?” someone asks from beside us and my eyes go wide, turning to face the accuser. It’s a middle-aged guard carrying a paper sack, probably her lunch. “There’s no floor duty today. No special trading is happening, why aren’t you at your post?”

      “LT told us manage the floor,” I shrug, smoothing my features into a bored façade.

      “Which LT?”

      “Benning.” I don’t know where I summoned that name from, but it sounds legit. I’m pretty sure there’s an LT somewhere in the NRA with the last name Benning, I just can’t quite remember who—

      “LT Benning, huh?”

      “Yeah, from South Sentinel, third unit. She said the MA was on her ass about the static in the broadcasts—”

      The guard nods and walks past us, only side-eying Cris a bit. But with her hair tucked under her cover and her mask up, it would be hard to identify her unless you know her personally.

      As she reaches the edge of the table the computers rest on, my shoulders relax a bit. That was closer than I’d like. Cris glances over her shoulder, probably checking the progress of the download, but the guard pauses before she reaches the next door—the one that probably leads to a break room of some kind.

      “Wait, did you say third unit?” Before she turns around, her hand slips to her hip and I bite back a curse as I free my weapon and drop three rounds in her back. Screams rise through the room and I know this is going to be ugly. Before she falls, I turn toward the aisle separating the cubicles and wait for the guard at the metal detector to make her move.

      Before she finishes turning around, another bang cracks through the room and she slumps over the desk. I turn to find Cris sitting the rifle down as she turns around, checking the progress on the screen.

      “Everybody on the floor!” I snap, taking a few steps toward the cowering women. “Eyes closed. Don’t move and you won’t get hurt.”

      “So much for not being terrorists,” Cris groans. “This is taking forever.”

      “Well, make it go faster,” I snap.

      “I can’t. It’s duplicating and it won’t—”

      “I said get the fuck down,” I snarl to a woman as she takes a step in the direction of the exit. Tears stream down her face as she sinks to her knees, her short hair is spiked up in the back, but the front is laid flat against her scalp and forehead. She looks like someone’s mom.

      “Look,” I murmur to her, “calm down. Nobody wants to hurt you, just listen to what I say, okay?”

      “You killed them! Those guards!”

      I shake my head as she crosses her hands over the back of her head, and then I start stepping through the room, ensuring no one else is trying to get out until we’re done.

      “Response time is going to be pretty quick for those gun shots if someone reported them,” I call to Cris. “Where we at?”

      “Seventy percent!” she calls out and I bite back a curse, making my way back to the table. With my gun still trained on the cowering crowd, I pull the communicator from the bag and dial the teleaddress for the kid we met at the hotel.

      “Yeah?” she asks, impatient.

      “Need a distraction for our exit, things got messy.”

      “Got it.” The line goes dead without any further explanation.

      “Adria?” Cris asks, and I nod my head. “Eighty-nine percent.”

      “We may have to pull it,” I snap, tossing the communicator into the bag with the rest of the supplies. “Unless they—”

      A loud boom sounds somewhere nearby. I’m not sure what the sound was, but it didn’t sound good. Cris jumps, her eyes flying to me as she starts rubbing the computer.

      “Come on,” she whispers.

      “I don’t think you can seduce results out of a machine,” I snort.

      “Shut up,” she hisses. “Ninety-six percent.”

      Gunfire rings out somewhere nearby and my heart skids to a stop in my chest. “What was their plan for distraction?”

      “She didn’t tell me,” Cris admits, ripping the thumb drive from the computer and shoving it in her waistband. I nod my head as she rushes toward the back exit. The fire exit should be that way.

      “Whatever it was sounds bad,” I hiss as we duck out the back door. Cris shucks her blouse first, revealing the crop top beneath it. Next, she pulls off her pants and pulls a fresh mask from the bag. I follow suit, watching as she pushes the thumb drive into her jeans pocket and take a deep breath, pulling my new mask up over my mouth and nose. We leave the bag in the alley and link fingers walking at an even pace until we step out onto the sidewalk.

      The crowd moves in a steady pace until we reach a corner. Down the street, Venus Guard stand outside a building, guns aimed at it. “Is that the sentinel?” Cris asks and I swallow hard, nodding.

      There’s a hole in the side of it, smoke pouring out around the rubble and rocks as guards flood the area. Gunshots sound somewhere else down the street and slowly the crowd is pushed back in the opposite direction.

      “We need to get home,” I hiss to Criss, pulling on her hand.

      “Did someone attack the sentinel?”

      “The fucking rebellion is in DC? Can’t those boonies leave well enough alone?”

      Cris meets my gaze as we pass people commenting on the smoke riddled aftermath of the attack. It takes us a while, navigating around the crowds and the checkpoints, but we finally make it back to the hotel and I slide the mask down to my neck as soon as we walk through the door.

      A group of armed women and men stand waiting for us and I nod to them. They let us pass, casting their eyes to Cris as she makes her way to the room at the end of the hall.

      Our room.

      “Do you think Charity will be able to find what we need?”

      “She will be able to find something,” I assure her, plugging the thumb drive into the communicator as I dial Charity’s teleaddress. It rings and rings but there’s no answer.

      “What is it?” Cris asks, splashing water on her face in the kitchen sink.

      “I can’t reach her.” My heart beats so hard, I think it might explode. For all the bullshit Charity has put me through over the years—okay, all the bullshit I’ve put her through, and had to deal with the backlash over—I’d never wish ill on her.

      She’s a good person.

      And she deserves better than to wind up in the Cellars or worse over me.

      “She’ll be fine,” Cris promises me, but the pale faced horror I find on her face when I look up tells me even she doesn’t believe the lie.
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      Stretching my arms above my head, I open the door to find a bald man holding a bag of what smells like food. My stomach rumbles in response to the smell and I nearly blush.

      “Thank you,” I murmur. He nods his head and as he turns around to leave, I call out after him. “Hey, wait! Where’s Adria? Not that I’m not grateful, but she’s usually the one hanging out by our door—”

      The bald man scratches the back of his neck and glances to a woman leaning against the wall. The look they exchange says it all. “Guard got her when we were blowing that hole in the sentinel.”

      “Fuck,” I whisper, gripping the paper sack of food with shaking hands. “Did she—”

      “Yeah,” he murmurs, his eyes going tight around the edges. “But she knew the risks. We all know them.” The man grunts as if to signal he’s through with the conversation and retreats down the hall.

      I stand there for a moment, staring at nothing. I didn’t want Adria to get hurt . . . she was barely grown, barely old enough to make a sacrifice like that. It doesn’t seem right.

      I don’t want anyone to get hurt.

      Blinking away the tears, I close the door behind me and carry the food into the room. I sit it down on the counter and crawl into Love’s lap where she rests on the edge of the bed.

      "What is it?" she asks, craning her head around to meet my eyes. "Cris, what's wrong? What happened?"

      I shake my head, tears brimming in my eyes as a massive wave of guilt I have no defense against crashes down against me. "I got that girl killed," I sob, hiding my face in Love's neck before she can watch the tears work their way down my cheeks. I've always hated crying in front of people, and I feel like that's all I've done lately--cry. There's so much to cry over.

      "What girl? Baby, who died?"

      "Adria, the girl we met when we got here. The one with the cute poofy hair," I sniff, shaking against her chest. I know it probably sounds silly to Love, to a Guard, a soldier, someone who understands there are losses in war. But to me . . .  "Baby," Love murmurs, stroking little circles on my back as she nods her head. I shake mine, ignoring the calming shushing sounds coming from her throat as she rocks me like a child. "People die in war."

      "I fucking know that!" I snap, rearing back to meet her gaze. I can see myself in her eyes, my reflection. My messy hair, the tear-stricken face. I look wild, like an animal. "But I'm not a goddamn soldier, much less a general. I have no fucking clue what I'm doing, and I got her killed."

      "You didn't get her killed. You didn't even know what she was going to do. I asked you, remember? What their distraction was? You didn't know, how can you--"

      "I should have asked!" I hiss, standing up to pace the floor as my rage builds. "I should have listened to you when you said the guard would come back to Arden. I make bad decisions, Love. And then people die."

      Love shakes her head, holding up a hand. "You didn't make the decision in Arden. Your mother and the council did."

      "And they were wrong, too. I'm just as wrong as they are. We don't listen, we don't change, we just fall in line to get shot by the goddamn NRA like fucking cattle waiting to be slaughtered."

      Love grabs my hand and pulls me back in front of her, locking her legs around my thighs as she stares up at me. I'm taller than her like this, for once. "You haven't been sleeping good," she whispers.

      "So?"

      "Trauma has a way of making things seem connected when they aren't, making them seem like your fault when they're not--"

      "I don't have PTSD," I snap.

      "I didn't say you do." Love winces before wrapping her arms around my neck. "But if you needed someone to talk to about this stuff--really talk about it, get it off your chest so you feel better--I'm here." She takes a deep breath and then continues, "It doesn't even have to be me, Cris. Talk to Stasia, or find a doctor to listen to you. But you need to talk to someone. This stuff is going to eat at you unless you face it."

      "I don't have time right now," I murmur quietly, leaning my forehead down against hers. I know she's right. I haven't been sleeping well. I hardly knew Adria, and she has no connection to what happened in Arden. Should I be mourning the loss of her life? Absolutely.

      Should I be breaking to pieces over a woman I hardly knew? Probably not.

      I wipe at the tears staining my cheeks and blow out a shaky breath. "I don't have time to deal with any of it right now. I'm so hurt, Love. Everything hurts. It's so much loss, all at once--"

      "And you haven't dealt with it," she interrupts. "You have been going non-stop since this all started. You cried one good time at Doc's house, but you haven't really let it out since Trenton. You've shown some emotion, but you haven't ever really grieved, Cris."

      "I don't fucking know how to," I hiss, shaking my head. "I know you're right., I get that. It's probably not Adria, it's them. It's Arden. It's my family. But I don't know how to. . . process it. I just don't."

      "You're not alone," she whispers, stroking a hand down my cheek. "I'm here. You have so many people standing behind you, Chaos. You're not alone."

      I sink back into her arms and let Love stroke my hair as the tears spill from my eyes. I don't have the right words to express what I feel. I know she's right, and that's all I really know. I can't fix the connection in my brain, the sense that everything just happened all of a sudden.

      I've been fine. Everything has been insane, the world is practically on fire around me, but I've been fine, until now.

      Sniffling, I turn my head when the click of a holocast registers. I'm sure I'll want to see it, they're quite frequently about me, these days.

      It’s strange for a holocast, usually it’s someone speaking directly, their body casted into view for the entire nation to see—typically the Regent. But this time, there’s a streaming screen showing what looks like security footage of Love and I shooting the guards at the Revenue Service.

      “Oh, fuck,” Love hisses as the recording pauses on her face for a close up. “Goddamnit.” Up until now, she’s managed to keep her face out of any footage connected to me. She’s wanted for her own reasons, but not on the scale I am.

      Well, now she probably is.

      The holocast cuts out for a moment and is replaced by the visage of a kneeling man. His long hair hangs over his eyes, his arms are behind his back—probably cuffed or tied.

      “Who the fuck is—”

      The Regent begins speaking just as I realize who I’m looking at. “Liam Coleman has been apprehended by the brave women of the Venus Guard, and is being held in relation to the terror attacks by Chaos Coleman. Anyone with any information regarding Chaos Coleman, or her accomplice, Lance Love Ward, formerly of the Venus Guard, should reach out to their local sentinel immediately. These women are armed and dangerous. Stay safe, citizens.”

      It’s a short broadcast.

      I know its only purpose was to rile me up.

      But the blood in my veins is singing with panic, rushing toward my ears, pushing me to my feet, begging me to do something.

      “I have to get to him,” I murmur, pacing the floor in front of the television.

      “You can’t go to him,” Love insists. “The Regent is holding him to draw you out. He’ll be the most well-guarded prisoner in DC.”

      “He’s my fucking brother,” I snarl. “I lost my entire family. Everyone I know. He is all that’s left of us. I have to get to him.”

      Love curses under her breath, nodding her head as she reaches for the communicator. She tries to call Charity again, but still no answers.

      “She’ll be on the next holocast, I’m sure.”

      “Fuck,” Love groans, sinking onto the bed. She worries her bottom lip as I pace through the room, trying to keep my rage in check. I want to choke something.

      My brother.

      The bitch took my brother.

      “I can’t lose him,” I whimper. “The only good thing about him leaving is that he wasn’t there when everything happened—” I shake my head as the tears start falling again. It’s like a dam has broken and I can’t stop feeling. Every emotion across the spectrum surges through me at once. All the tears from earlier swell up inside me again, combined with new fear, with new pain.

      I stop in front of the wall, shoving my hands into my hair as a sob rips from my throat. Even to me, I sound like some kind of dying animal. My fist flies out and slams into the drywall, the plaster giving way around my knuckles. I pull my hand back and stare at the dusty mess, at the blood smeared across my knuckles.

      “Cris,” Love hisses, rushing toward me. She grabs my hand and leads me to the kitchen, swiping something wet across the cuts before she wraps it up in a gauze.  “We will fix this.” She presses her lips to my forehead, and I don’t miss the tremble in them as they brush across my skin. Then, she rushes out the door, letting it slam closed behind her.

      She left me.

      I lean against the counter, against the bruised and bloodied hand Love just tried to care for . . . and watch the door. She left me to go . . . do something. I don’t know what.

      “I never wanted to start a rebellion,” I whisper. “I never meant for anyone to get hurt. I never wanted to lead anyone. I never wanted to put anyone in danger, especially Liam.” I shake my head, breathing through the panic and the tears. “I just wanted to stop anyone else from dying like my family died. Like my Tribe died.”

      I look up toward the ceiling, begging the universe to hear me, to respond somehow. “I don’t think I believe in God, but if there were ever a time to prove me wrong . . . it’s now. I never meant for any of this to happen. I just wanted everything to stop,” I whisper.

      My head falls as my shoulders sag and I give in to the despair crowding into my chest, the darkness begging me to give up, to let it out, to break down.

      As I slide down to the floor, my back scraping against the cabinets behind me, I do.

      “I can’t do this,” I whisper out loud, for the first time. I haven’t admitted those words to anyone, much less myself. But I don’t think I can do this. I can’t lose Liam.

      “It’s not worth losing him.” The NRA can have whatever they want, I just want my little brother safe. My arms slip around my knees, hugging them close to my chest, and I burry my face them, my shoulders shaking with the tears as I cry alone in the kitchen.
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      Love looks at me from the other side of the room as she addresses everyone. I’m in no position to do it, I’m too shook up right now. I wasn’t prepared for my brother to be dragged into this—not like this.

      Several Jokers sit around the room, relaxing against various pieces of furniture as communicators are lined up on the table after the appropriate teleaddresses are dialed in.

      One for the Waverly Council.

      One for Stasia and her mother.

      One for Governor Ledlow—though I don’t expect her to speak much during this conversation.

      And one for the Trenton Council.

      We have more allies than that, I think, if we could name them. But not everyone has come into contact with us personally. I suppose that’s one of the downfalls to a political rebellion. Half of it is blindly hoping those who support your cause do the right thing at the right time.

      Liam is locked up somewhere right now . . .

      “So, what’s this big plan of yours?” a familiar voice crackles over one of communicators. It’s Doc.

      “We’re going to turn ourselves in,” Love smirks, crossing her arms as everyone in the room breaks into absolute chaos.

      “What?” several voices echo at the same time. Two of the men with the Jokers look around nervously at all the excited women in the room and shake their head.

      “Idiot,” one of them murmurs. And I don’t blame him. Love hasn’t told me her plan, either. This is the first I’m hearing of it. I think she knows I can’t handle much more decision making. I don’t want the weight of it right now—can’t handle it.

      Love waits patiently as the bitching and moaning comes to an end and people wait for her continue. She raises an eyebrow and looks around the room, then her eyes land directly on me. I cross my legs in my chair and shrug.

      “We are going to the Regent to turn ourselves in directly to her. We’ve lost contact with Charity, our tech. I think we have the files we promised to Cinicinnati, but I can’t be sure until they’re decrypted. Someone here is working on that, but—”

      “I’m not as good as that Charity girl, for sure. But I’ve made progress, I should be done tonight.” The small woman speaks up and pushes her glasses up her nose. She looks like she could decrypt the files, for sure, but I know stereotypes only take you so far. Everything about her screams cybernerd to me. But the oversized sweater and shorts, the glasses, the colorful hair, it could all be aesthetic and not at all useful.

      Appearances don’t matter near as much as results.

      “You’re doing great,” Love sighs. “As soon as she finds what we need, we will be forwarding it to . . . our contact . . . in Cincinnati.” Someone in the room snorts and I swallow a laugh. I sincerely doubt it’s any secret who our contact in Cincinnati is, but I suppose Love is trying to be discreet.

      “When we get to the Regent, we will get her to talk about her bullshit, live on a holocast. We need remote broadcasting, somehow. Something small  we can activate and—”

      “That’s easy,” Stasia interrupts, her accent thick. “There is a tech in DC who owes us a few favors. I wouldn’t trust her with those files, but she can provide you equipment. Donovan knows the place.”

      A thin boy sitting on the counter—and he is a boy, he can’t be more than sixteen years old—nods his head. “Got it.”

      “There’s no guarantee the Regent will admit to anything, and we still don’t know what the Atonement really is. She makes it sound like a welfare program,” Doc says.

      “Or how the Privilege connects to it,” I point out. “But I guess that’ll be in those files.”

      “Leslie will get the files,” someone speaks up beside her, an older woman with a scar running down her neck. I tilt my head to the side and nod, accepting that for what it is.

      “Besides,” Love sighs. “We know the Privilege is who was pissed about us interfering with the Atonement. That NRA thug said as much. They want the lands in the Tribes, I bet.”

      “I doubt it’s for what they say,” Morrel, the woman from Waverly cuts in.

      “But it’s the Regent’s husband we need to worry about,” Love adds carefully. “I know I don’t have any proof about that, just my word. But you’ve all heard the story by now. The Regent is being controlled by her husband. I saw her being abused by him with my own eyes. And he told her she only has as much control as he gives her.”

      I nod my head, I believe her. She knows I do.

      It sounds farfetched, but when you combine it with everything else going on in this country—

      “You think he’s behind the Atonement, this sudden push for men’s rights?”

      “It makes sense. Why would a woman push so hard for rights for men, out of the blue? Of course, men should have more rights than they do, but this was sudden . . . and forceful.” Stasia’s communicator crackles, like she’s covering the microphone. “Mother agrees. There isn’t any other reason the Regent would do such a thing.”

      Everyone in the room nods their heads, even me.

      “We need their schedule—the Regent and her husband—can we get it? We need them both together if we’re going to expose them, and honestly . . .” Love’s voice trails off as she looks at me and swallows hard. My heart rate races as I watch her eyes go soft and sad, as I watch my—girlfriend? Partner? Whatever she is—panic and sink into something much more sad than she normally shows me. “Even if we get them to admit everything, and our people swarm in, we may not make it out.”

      I nod my head again, without hesitation. I know that’s the case. My heart is heavy as I think about my brother, about all the lives that have been lost up until this point . . . but I can’t lose Liam, too.

      And this solves everything.

      This exposes the Regent and gets Liam out of whatever hell he’s in.

      “It’s a risk we have to take,” I murmur, meeting the gaze of everyone around me, one by one. “Getting into the building without being identified is going to be the real challenge. Our faces are fucking everywhere now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re doing mask-checks.”

      “I’m sure they are,” Love groans. She walks across to me and takes a seat on my lap, which almost makes me laugh. She’s not the dainty type, but I love that she’s sitting with me. As I wrap my arms around her waist and lay my head against her back, she continues. “If we get snatched up before we make it to the Regent, our entire plan goes to shit and we’re locked up for no good reason. This rides on us being able to get the Regent alone with her husband and getting them to admit to their role in everything.”

      “How do you know she’ll admit it?” Morrel asks from the communicator.

      A voice I don’t recognize speaks next, her accent thick and her words slow, as if they take effort to pronounce. “Because, when people think they’ve won, they gloat, my dear.”

      All the Jokers in the room go still and stare at the table, at the source of the voice. That’s Stasia’s mom.

      “So, it’s all riding on Love and Chaos,” Doc snorts. “This should be interesting.”

      Love chuckles quietly as everyone starts suggesting pieces of the plan that could make it easier. The boy sitting on the counter—Donovan, they called him—takes off, to go get the equipment we need, I guess.

      I’m not interested in listening to the what next and the how part of the planning. I just want my brother safe.

      I just want this to be over.

      My arms cling to the woman in my lap, this person I’ve been able to lean on through this, and I wonder for a moment if we will both survive it. That’s probably asking too much. We’ve been really lucky so far on this little journey.

      That luck is going to run out, eventually.

      And I’m not prepared for it.
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      I roll over in my sleep, not sure what woke me up. As my face nuzzles against Love’s chest, a loud bang sounds against the door. Love jumps awake, then, too, and leaps from the bed, leaving me half naked in a pile of sheets.

      I fumble through the covers for my shirt and pull it over my head, leaving my legs under the blanket as Love goes to the door with a handgun ready. As she opens the door, I blow out a sigh of relief.

      It’s the cybernerd, Leslie. She stands there, glancing from Love to me, and back to the gun in Love’s hand before she barges in, several people following after her.

      Love curses under her breath, laying the gun down as she pulls on a pair of pants. At least she had a shirt on. A few men file into the room along with the women I’ve come to expect to see when anything important happens.

      “What is it?” I ask her, pulling the cover further up my body.

      “I—” she shakes her head and hands the thumb drive to Love. “I already sent a copy to Cincinnati. The Privilege is a corporation, as far as I can tell. I don’t know who owns it, I can’t find it anywhere in any of the records, but that corporation owns . . . everything.”

      “What?” Love asks, confused.

      I tilt my head to the side, blinking away the grogginess of sleep as Leslie explains what she found. “Everything. Pharmaceuticals, what’s left of the oil rigs, the companies that outfit the Venus Guard. Everything.”

      Everyone in the room shares the same grim expression. That doesn’t sound good.

      “Did you tie this corporation to the Atonement?” I ask, sitting up a little straighter as Leslie nods her head. My heart thrums in my chest, excited to finally have some tangible proof of the depth of the corruption we are witnessing.

      “All the land the guard has been acquisitioning has been sold to PVLG Incorporated. It’s shorthand, but it tracks. This is your ‘Privilege’. This is your connection.”

      “Why would the government sell property they are using for rehabilitation to a private corporation?” Love asks, walking to the edge of the bed. This one room apartment feels big until so many people cram into it at once.

      “Exactly,” Leslie rushes out excitedly. “That alone should be enough to get everyone asking the right questions.”

      “I still don’t understand why the most powerful woman in the world would allow a man to control her,” someone mutters. My gaze flies to the man sitting on at the kitchen table.

      “It’s hard to imagine, but it used to be common place. We know that. Complacency allows history to repeat itself.”

      “If he’s behind everything, and he has some part in this Privilege company, I don’t know if it ever stopped to be able to repeat,” I whisper, looking up at Love as it all starts to click together for her.

      “PVLG Inc. has been around for . . . forever. Since before the first collapse. This company is power,” Leslie adds, wincing when Love slams her hand against the edge of the bed.

      “If something that big is controlled by men,” Love chokes out. “The entire NRA is a lie.” She jumps back to her feet and shakes her head, her chest rising and falling as it soaks in.

      I know it’s hard for her to face this, to accept that this is probably the truth. For Love, to accept the entire NRA was built on principles it doesn’t uphold, that powerful men like the Regent’s husband have been silently pulling the strings the entire time . . . it has to hurt. She used to believe in this country more than anything.

      “Just letting women play at politics,” Love snarls, shoving away from the bed as she makes her way to the door.

      “Baby,” I murmur, but Love is through the door before the word even leaves my lips. Everyone stares at me and I just shrug. “Give her a minute. The guard, the NRA, it’s what she knows. She needs it to be real. This is . . . as hard as it is for all of us, it feels like a personal betrayal to her.”

      My heart pangs as my eyes slide back to the door, wondering where she went. I know he can take care of herself, but she shouldn’t have to.

      She has me. Whatever I am to her, I’m here for her. I love her. That has to mean something, even when the world is falling apart.
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      As I pass by the laundry room, the scent of cigarette smoke hits me and an old craving slams into me harder than I’ve ever experienced. I stop at the door and lean my head, making eye contact with one of the men sitting on top of the dryers.

      “Anyway I can bum a smoke?” I ask, a little ashamed that I even want one. I haven’t smoked since I went to the Tribes. The fresh air made it seem like the dumbest thing I’d ever done, somehow, but now . . .

      I need something. And getting drunk seems like a piss poor idea at the moment.

      “Sure, Love,” he mumbles, digging in his shirt pocket. He tosses me a lighter and then throws the cigarette next. I think these ones have a bit of CBD in them, too. That’s fine.

      “Thanks,” I murmur. I don’t remember his name, but apparently Cris and I are known here, regardless. It’s strange to think of it like that—like we are some kind of back alley celebrities.

      As I make my way outside to the sidewalk, I find a spot to lean against the building and light the cigarette. The harsh smoke fills my lungs, but I can almost feel the stress leaving my body as I exhale.

      The Regent has Liam, and probably Charity, too.

      That’s what I need to focus on, but all I can think about right now is how everything I have ever done has been to secure my future in a country that is a lie. Hearing those words strewn together like that, connecting all these dots we’ve been chasing all over the country . . . it feels like a punch in the gut.

      Somehow, I never put it together.

      I knew the Regent’s husband was controlling her, sure. But I didn’t think the entire system was a lie. I never realized generations of women had been manipulated—generations of women were fooled by this lie, died to ensure this new world we created for ourselves, and for what? So some rich, powerful men could pull all the strings behind the scenes.

      “We can’t win this,” I mumble, taking another drag on the cigarette in my hand. I nearly cough before I exhale, but somehow, I manage the smoke. I flick what’s left of the cigarette into the street and take my head between my hands, sinking to my ass on the dirty sidewalk.

      I love Cris.

      I know that’s true. Somewhere along the way, things have gotten . . . complicated. This rebellion, this journey we somehow ended up on, it pushed us together. I’ve seen her break, and she’s seen me at my lowest.

      There’s no excuse for how I treated her in Arden, or right after. I kept her alive, but that’s the bare minimum decency I can afford another human being, not something to judge my entire character by. I let myself down with how I treated her, and all because the guard broke me. I never meant to hurt her, and I never meant to fall in love with her.

      Will we even last when this is all over?

      If we survive it. And there’s a good chance we won’t, I realize. It’s like a stone sitting in my stomach, keeping me from truly relaxing, even before this shitshow about PVLG, Inc.

      I just want my mind to be quiet. All I want to do is scream, but I can’t even do that. It’d draw too much attention.

      I shouldn’t be out here, alone, exposed . . . not after my face was all over the broadcasts and the newest holo.

      But I can’t be in there right now. I’m no good to be around anyone, not like this. I can’t believe the entire fucking Republic is a lie. Everything I’ve ever done, the good, the bad, all of it was to protect this dream of having a better life someday.

      And all of it was for nothing. Because of a lie.

      Based on a lie.

      A trick.

      An illusion men created to—

      “Love,” Cris calls from the door beside me, breaking my trance. Who knows how long I’ve been down here staring at nothing, repeating the same bullshit in my head.

      I turn to face the woman I’ve spent so much time with, the woman I’ll probably die with, and would definitely die for, and force a sad smile on my face. I can’t let her see me broken—not completely, not like this. It’s not the time for it.

      I follow her into the apartment building. She doesn’t speak as we make our way to our room. None of the usual suspects say a word as we pass them in the hall. It’s as if they know I can’t deal with their chipper banter.

      And that’s smart.

      Cris closes the door behind us and goes to the bed, patting the cover beside her. “Come here.”

      I do.

      I crawl into bed and bury my face in her neck, wrapping my arms around her as she traces her fingers over the back of my neck.

      “Shh, we can fix it.”

      The sun will be up soon, but for right now, it’s dark outside and dark in here. There’s no light to illuminate the tears brimming in my eyes. I don’t sob, I don’t even gasp as they slip down my face, as silent as the lie that ruined my entire life.

      “We can fix it,” I whisper back, closing my eyes, letting the darkness pull me under.
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      As we walk down the street, my eyes fall on the ruined monuments all around us. Small storefronts have been erected throughout the area, but this was where people once came to learn about our history as a country, back before the first collapse.

      These stained, crumbling statues used to be polished, thriving with people taking photographs of them, buying trinkets to commemorate their visit to the nation’s capitol.

      Apparently, DC has always been the center of this nation, even though it’s located anywhere but.

      My eyes pause on the statue of a man whose name I can’t remember, but his top hat and long beard draw my eye where he sits on his chair. The face has all but faded away through the years, chips and cracks, the bombs . . . time hasn’t been kind to history on this continent.

      Even the top of his hat is missing a large chunk. The columns around him, though, seem to be mostly intact.

      “Who is he, again?” I ask Love, wondering if she knows.

      “Lincoln Abraham, I think. He was a Regent.”

      I screw my nose up, it sounds right . . . but still wrong somehow. But I’m not sure enough to say anything about it. I remember learning about him, he was an example of good male leaders that existed before the second collapse.

      But he lived a very long time ago.

      As we follow the street, the view changes. The stoic man in the chair behind us is forgotten, and instead a tall pillar rises up ahead of us, taking up the space in my imagination. The top is missing, and I’m not sure what used to be there, but it’s a feat that something so tall was built just to be looked at.

      “You good?” Love asks and I shake my head, focusing on the street ahead of us instead of my own thoughts and the scenery. A small shop to our right has a television blaring in the window.

      “Yeah,” I murmur, embarrassed. “I’ve never been to the capitol before.”

      “This isn’t a vacation,” Love groans and my cheeks heat with embarrassment and anger.

      “You think I don’t fucking know that? They have my—”

      “Shh,” she hisses, gently gripping the back of my neck. “Quiet. I’m only messing with you. But be careful what you say, you never know who is listening.”

      “They’re terrorists,” the voice on the screen blares. I stop to watch the footage being rolled. It’s a recap of all the Chaos Coleman clips. Everything from the original speech, to Trenton, the interrogation, the Revenue Service . . . all of it is being played for everyone to see.

      
        
        “Maybe they are, but they’re on to something. What is PVLG, Inc? Why does this mega-corporation own the land the Venus Guard has been stealing from the Tribes? What is the Atonement really?”

        

      

      I smile at the questions the broadcaster is asking. If the Regent didn’t have Liam, I could probably walk away from this right now. That’s a sobering thought. The things I’ve done have mattered and made a difference, at least.

      We lit the fire that will burn this government to the ground. People will want answers to these questions and there’s no way Freestone and her cronies can dance around the truth forever.

      The truth will come out at some point, now. Now that people know what questions to ask. I could walk away from this and never have to touch the NRA again. Let it burn on its own.

      But they have Liam.

      So, I can’t walk away. I have to add gas to the smoldering flames and raze this bitch to the ground.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Love murmurs, slipping her hand into mine. She can’t see the nervous smile stretching my lips because of this mask, so I squeeze her hand. I bet she’s smiling, too.

      Hearing the broadcaster ask those questions is the kind of validation we need before we do this. We could be thrown in the Cellars for the rest of our lives or executed for treason. We could fail.

      But what we have been fighting for has already taken root. And that’s something.

      “What time is it?” I ask Love as she leads me toward the Capitol Elevators.

      “Two forty.”

      “They’re supposed to have lunch in the west wing of the capitol building at three. We’ve got to move.” I adjust the burning Venus Star on my uniform and pull the blouse flat in the front. I’m not used to wearing tucked in shirts . . . how did Love and Ma ever do this every day? It’s hell.

      Love drops my hand as we get close to the lifts, double checking her mask is pulled high enough to hide her face. I do the same. Our entire plan rides on being able to get in front of the Regent. Venus Guard uniforms have worked for us before, but I worry that they’ll be looking for that.

      “I went to the lower sentinel in Old DC to see the repairs they’re doing on the hole we blasted in it, and there wasn’t any extra security from what I could see. If the guard isn’t doing it at the sentinel, the guard won’t be doing it at the capitol building,” Leslie’s mother, Marion had said.

      Of course, I hope she’s right.

      We step into the elevator. It’s packed way too full of bodies for me to be remotely comfortable. I don’t want to breathe the same air as so many strangers. The cities have flus every year and they’re fucking brutal, especially if you don’t have any pre-exposure.

      The likelihood of me getting sick is pretty high, considering I’ve only ever had Tribes Pox.

      I tug the sleeves of my blouse down around my wrists and resist the urge to fidget with the pocket where the communicator is hidden. It’s a high-tech model, with a recorder built in. And it’s connected to Leslie back at the apartment, where she’s waiting to stream to the holosystem.

      I was worried she wouldn’t be able to figure out how to hack into the satellites responsible for the holos, but Governor Ledlow was kind enough to provide an easy backdoor access to it—one all governors apparently know, in case of an emergency where they need to use the system.

      “Ugh,” I huff when someone bumps into me. Love grips my hip as I stumble back into her.

      There are all kinds of people on this lift, most of them dressed far more nicely than I could ever afford. Their clothes are immaculate, not a single smudge or piece of dirt to be seen—they clearly don’t live in Old DC and probably could care less about what’s going on down there beneath them.

      And that bothers me. A lot.

      The elevator empties onto what looks like an island. The capitol is clean. Full of white buildings, white stones, and the grass is immaculate. It’s as if there isn’t a dirty city full of post-collapse sickness, economic strife, and crime just beneath.

      I grind my teeth against that thought and move with Love toward the Capitol Building. As we get closer to the marble building, a guard shack rises up in front of us and my heart skips a beat.

      “It’ll be fine,” Love murmurs as we approach the booth.

      “Shift change?”

      “Delivery for the Regent from MA Dena Ward, actually,” Love lies smoothly. The guard at the booth’s eyes go wide and she waves us past without any further questioning. She didn’t even ask for ID.

      I don’t blame her. Dena Ward and Winnie Ford’s names have been all over the broadcasts. They’re at the center of the conversation about the guard attacking the tribes. I wouldn’t want to be involved in the Regent having contact with that woman, either.

      “See? Piece of cake.”

      “I hate that you’re so good at lying,” I mumble once we’re out of earshot. I know it’s a dumb thing to say right now, but it’s true. It makes it hard to trust anything she says to me.

      “I don’t lie to you. And it’s a good skill to have in our current situation,” she snickers.

      “That’s exactly what you’d say if you were lying.”

      Love prods me with her elbow, and we jog up the stairs and into the great building. Just the foyer is overwhelming. “Where would they even keep him?” I whisper.

      Love shakes her head. “I don’t know. Come on.” We pass several guards in the hall, which isn’t surprising. The Regent has her own security force, but there is a sentinel next door to the Capitol Building, so of course there would be guards posted here.

      It’s a show of force.

      I ignore them as we walk to the sitting room where the Regent and her husband supposedly have lunch every day. I don’t know how Stasia knew that information, but I trust her. She wouldn’t give us bad intel on purpose, at least. And if she’s wrong, we will just keep looking.

      Two large, heavy wooden doors stand before us and I know this is it. I click the safety off on my gun at my hip and Love does the same as we slowly open the door.

      Regent Freestone sits at a small table, bathed in early afternoon light as she talks with her husband. She holds a pristine teacup to her lips—fine china that would sell for a small fortune if someone got their hands on it.

      She looks so calm, so happy. Like she isn’t responsible for countless deaths. Like she isn’t holding my brother hostage somewhere against his will. And that makes me see red.

      I push the door closed behind me and twist the lock, swallowing the rage boiling in my chest.

      “Hey, what are you doing in he—”

      Love quickly shoots the guard standing at the doors on the other side of the room before she can finish her sentence. The silencer worked, at least. I worried it would still be loud enough to hear outside the room, but it hardly sounded like more than something falling onto the rug. The gurgling sounds coming from the woman make my stomach clench, but I’m too angry to focus on it.

      I’m too distracted by the monsters sitting in front of me to care that a woman is dying not a few meters across the room.

      As Love rushes across the room to lock the far door, the Regent and her husband jump to their feet, their eyes wide with shock.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Freestone asks, her nose in the air as her husband lays a hand on her arm. “Stand down, immediately!”

      “Darling, I don’t think—”

      I pull the cap off my head and tug my mask down, meeting Roxanne Freestone’s eyes for the first time ever—though it feels like I already know this woman. She took everything from me, after all.

      “You,” the Regent snarls, all propriety gone from her face. The husband’s eyes widen more, if that’s possible, and he stumbles backward a step. So meek. I wonder how much of his reaction is a façade.

      If Love is right, he’s the one behind all of this. He’s the one pulling the Regent’s strings, he’s the one who orchestrated the attacks that brought us here—the plot that brought us here.

      Love comes to stand by my side, holding her weapon up to point at the couple as I pull my own and brandish it to punctuate each word I speak:

      “Where is my brother?”
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      Freestone rolls her eyes, looking far too smug for my taste. I take a step closer to her and something wild inside me purrs when I see her flinch. Good, she should be afraid of me.

      “Or should I ask your husband where Liam is, since he’s the one who is really in charge around here?”

      “That’s a fucking filthy lie, you boonie trash,” Freestone snaps, her eyes wild with rage.

      Love snickers beside me and pulls her own cap off, shaking her brunette hair down as she pulls her mask to her neck. “Care to tell that lie again, Regent?”

      “Of course, you’d side with this terrorist, you unpatriotic little bitch—”

      “Careful,” I snarl.

      “Any minute, a whole platoon of Venus Guard are going to storm through—” he points to the door we entered through “—that door. Then, you and your accusations won’t be a problem anymore.”

      “Well,” I huff, making a show of bowing at the waist before I take a seat in one of their vacated chairs. “Since I’m going to die, tell me about the Privilege.”

      “Why would I waste my breath?” the husband sighs, clearly bored of this conversation. “You’re going to die, just like your brother.”

      “Did you kill him?” I ask, grinding my teeth as Love moves around to get a view out the window. We need to know when those troops show up. I don’t want to die.

      “Not yet. We were going to execute him somewhere you could watch, let it really kill that rebellious spirit of yours.”

      “Louis,” the Regent hisses, shaking her head.

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      Love points her gun at Louis and her lip snarls back. He’s responsible for bastardizing the government Love has always believed in, but we can’t execute them, not now. I shake my head and she takes a deep breath. “Where?”

      “He’s being held with the other traitor. They’re both in one piece—mostly.” A cruel smile twists Louis’ lips and my stomach twists itself into knots. He looks so sure of himself, and so happy to be torturing a young boy and—

      “Other traitor?” I ask, crossing my legs.

      “The one sending your broadcasts,” the Regent laughs and her husband glares at her, as if her expressing any sort of personality now that their charade has been broken is offensive to him.

      “Where?” Love repeats.

      “The sentinel. Are you going to try and break him out?”

      “Maybe,” I answer. “Why? Would that hurt your feelings?”

      “The Privilege will find you.” He shrugs his shoulders, clearly not concerned with anything I might do once I leave this room.

      I purse my lips, scratching an imaginary itch against my temple with the barrel of my gun. I saw it in a serial once and have always wanted to do it. It seems like a good intimidation move, you know?

      “The Privilege is nothing to me, Louis.”

      “The Privilege is everything, you insolent twit.” His cheeks turn red, spittle collecting in the corners of his mouth as he rages. The thin, greying hair on his head would stand straight on end if it could, I swear. “We have always been here, by one name or another. PVLG, Inc. is just the newest incarnation of an old, old beast. You are nothing to us.”

      My lips part with a gasp and I lean forward. “Why did you take the land in the Tribes? What could you possibly want with it?”

      Louis rolls his eyes and the Regent opens her mouth to speak, but he hisses at her before she can.

      “You really want to know?”

      “Yes,” Love answers beside me.

      “I suppose you two have worked very hard to get this far. It’s not like you’ll be telling anyone anything, anytime soon. Alright ladies,” Louis purrs, giving us a little mock bow.

      I just hope Leslie is getting all this.

      “The land is a slow acquisition to re-establish this nation to its former glory. Of course, we have been in control the entire time, but we’ve had to step into the shadows and work quietly. The land is owned privately, by PRVLG, Inc. and eventually, we will establish our own Tribes there, under the Atonement. These Tribes will consist mostly of men and eventually, given what . . . another generation? We will have this country back to its former glory.”

      “You’re insane,” I hiss. Some part of me already knew that was the goal, but hearing him say it . . . hearing him wish for a return to the world before the Venus Rebellion twists my stomach into knots. “You want the world that existed before the second collapse.”

      “Of course, I do, you dumb bitch.”

      Love points her gun at the man, her finger resting on the trigger. “I will shoot you where you stand if you speak to her like that again. I should have shot you that night in Dallas.”

      Loud pounding at the doors behind us send me shooting up out of my chair, turning to face the incoming attack.

      “Yes, you should have,” he snickers. “Time’s up, Chaos Coleman. It was a good run. I expected more of a climax, though, really,” Louis purrs before he returns to his seat on the other side of the table. His features morph from angry control freak to timid, terrified househusband in less than a second as guards flood the room.

      “On your fucking knees!” several shout. I swallow hard.

      Please, let that be enough.

      I drop to my knees and place my hands on my head, just as the click of the holocast dropping interrupts the commotion. Everyone goes still at the sound of the Regent’s voice, and then her husband’s.

      
        
        “Shut the fuck up.”

        “The Privilege has always been here. PVLG, Inc. is just the newest incarnation of a very, very old beast.”

        

      

      “Thank fucking Leslie,” Love mutters. The guards behind us step away, looking from the holocast to the Regent and her husband.

      “No,” Freestone hisses, pointing to a guard. “Kill them, now. Treasonous rats, both of them. Kill the terrorists!”

      The guards hesitate, but it’s enough of a threat for my pulse to spike in my ears. Love fights back first, elbowing the guard behind her as she grabs her rifle. I rush to my feet and turn toward the door, tossing the Regent and her husband a middle finger in the air before I do.

      Because those guards aren’t following us. They’re standing around confused, staring at the woman who is supposed to be running the country and the man who actually is.

      “Are they following us?” Love asks, dashing forward.

      “No.”

      “They’re going to kill Freestone.”

      “Let’s fucking hope so,” I hiss, skidding to a stop as we reach the main foyer again. Guards slam past us, asking where the Regent is.

      “Is the Regent secure?”

      “There were shots fired,” Love answers, shaking her head. That panic is enough to send the guards scurrying down the hall without ever questioning our presence.

      And in the middle of that rush, we make our way back out of the Capitol Building.

      I turn my eyes toward the sentinel next door and take a deep breath. I’m going to get my brother back.

      “Let’s go,” Love murmurs, taking my hand and leading me toward the sentinel. So many guards are moving around, but the holocast is playing on a loop, everywhere.

      It’s chaos in DC.

      And I’m the author of it.
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      As we make our way through the sentinel, looking for the stairs that will lead to the basement, Cris mutters under her breath.

      “Did they put them in the Cellars?”

      I snort, turning to look at her with amusement—even amongst all this, it’s cute how little my boonie knows.

      My boonie. I swallow the thought and try not to think about the things we’ve admitted to each other as we rush through the empty sentinel. Everyone has moved next door to ‘check on the Regent’. I hope they execute her on holo.

      She deserves it.

      “You have no idea what the Cellars actually is, do you?”

      Cris huffs quietly.

      “I didn’t think so,” I snicker, finding the stairs that will lead to the basement. “The Cellars isn’t below the sentinels. They’re usually located on the outskirts of the city, in the old districts. They’re just prisons, but people call them the Cellars because they’re underground. In New York, they converted the subway tunnels into prisons and that’s where it began, I think.”

      “I knew that,” Cris mutters, jogging down the stairs.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Do you think Liam and Charity have been hurt?”

      I blow out a sigh, considering that. I know they have. Most likely, they’ve been interrogated and that never looks pretty when the guard is involved. But, there is a medbay here. We can fix them up if they’re injured.

      “Love?”

      “If they’re hurt, there’s medical supplies here in the sentinel, we will get them taken care of.”

      The communicator chirps and Cris pulls it out of her shirt pocket, answering before she even checks the teleaddress. “Hello?”

      “Where are you two?” Leslie asks in a high-pitched voice. Her anxiety is palpable.

      “At the sentinel, looking for my brother and Charity. I want to get as far away from the capitol as possible when we get them, just in case the Regent somehow talks her way out of this.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible, but we will grab you at the bottom of the lifts. Just get to Old DC and we will take care of it.”

      Cris nods her head and disconnects the call before shoving the communicator back into her pocket. We reach the bottom of the stairs and my stomach turns. The woman guarding the door is familiar.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I groan and she smirks, drawing her weapon. I rush her, slamming her back against the wall before Cris even has time to react to her presence.

      “What the fuck?” she snaps.

      The sound of metal sliding on the floor spurs me on, but it’s a short-lived victory, she shoves until we topple over to the floor, both of us fighting for dominance. My legs wrap around her lower body as we roll and I pant, trying to bend her arm back away from my face. Her nails dig into my cheek and I hiss out a breath, shoving hard.

      Somehow, she manages to get her arm free and slams it into my throat.

      Stars erupt across my vision as I work hard to take in air.

      Fuck.

      A sharp whoosh of air sounds by my ear and the woman goes limp on top of me. Warmth splatters across my face. Her bright green eyes stare into mine and my heart thuds a beat against my ribs.

      And then the weight is gone.

      Cris pulls me to my feet, her expression pained. She doesn’t say anything about the dead body. She doesn’t say anything about the fact that she just shot a woman at point blank range. I pull my mask over my head and use it to wipe my face clean, shuddering at the sticky feeling the blood leaves behind.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, glancing to the door.

      “Yeah, this could be a problem though. They’re not guard. She was with the squad that—”

      “I know,” Cris interrupts, pinching the bridge of her nose. “What do we do?’

      “I’d say call in some backup, but—” I hiss in a breath and wipe again at my face with the mask “—I don’t want to leave them alone with those people. They aren’t guard. I don’t know how far they’ll go.”

      Cris’ eyes widen, and she open the door without hesitation. I throw my arm out, cursing under my breath as I stop her from entering. “Let me,” I say quietly, pressing a finger to my lips.

      We walk through the hall, my spine tingling as we pass metal door after metal door. I peek through the little glass window on each one, looking for Liam and Charity. So far, the rooms have been empty.

      “This is weird,” Cris whispers and I nod my head. She isn’t wrong, the dim lighting and the rusty metal doors don’t help. The whole thing feels like some kind of horror serial.

      I got so many nightmares from horror serials when I was a kid.

      A muffle voice pricks my ears and I wave my hand, signaling for Cris to be quiet as we reach the next door. I glance through the windowpane and find Charity lying on the floor, her knees curled up to her chest.

      “Fuck,” I breathe, twisting the lock on the door until it opens.

      “You don’t need a key!?” Cris asks, clearly shocked.

      “Armed guards, no need,” I answer quickly as I rush in toward Charity. She scurries away from the sound of the opening door, her eyes wide with fear and my stomach twists. “It’s okay, Char, it’s me.”

      “Love?” she asks, tears brimming in her eyes as gets to her feet. Burn holes in the side of her shirt send hot rage flooding my veins.

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      Charity rushes forward, throwing her arms around my neck, sniffling as she hides her face against me. “I didn’t think I’d ever get out of here. These people—they’re not—”

      “I know,” I murmur, patting her back. I glance to Cris to find her fidgeting with her ponytail, her eyes narrowed on the ground. She looks uncomfortable, and I want to ask her why . . . but we have to get to Liam. I have a feeling the muffled voice coming from down the hall isn’t someone we want to leave him alone with.

      “Are you good to walk?” I ask Charity, leaning back from her embrace to see her reaction.

      “I think so,” she murmurs, rubbing her arms. Bruises and small burn marks litter her body. I know she’s in pain. The swelling around her mouth and right eye is probably just the tip of the iceberg, but we will get her fixed up.

      “Alright. Go wait by the stairs,” I murmur, pointing to the left. “Cris, give her the communicator.”

      Cris fishes it out of her pocket and hands it to Charity. “Hit redial, Leslie will get you out.”

      “Thank you,” Charity whispers, limping down the hall.

      “She’ll be okay,” Cris murmurs as we watch her stumble away.

      “Yeah,” I whisper, turning around to focus on the muted voice coming from down the hall. “Come on.”

      I wrap my hand around the grip of my newly stolen rifle and brace it against my shoulder as we come up to a door that’s slightly ajar.

      “Just let me go—"

      “Those aren’t my orders.”

      The sound of skin hitting skin sends a shock through me and Cris darts ahead, barging into the room. The door bounces off the hard stone wall, echoing in the tiny space as a woman turns around, her eyebrow cocked as she looks the two of us over.

      “I can’t believe you two made it out of there alive,” she snorts, laying a hand on a young man’s shoulder. I guess she saw the holo, too. Shaggy blonde hair hangs in eyes, the edges of it dark with sweat—I hope it’s sweat and not blood.

      “Liam?” Cris asks, taking a hesitant step forward, but the woman shakes her head. Her cropped golden hair shines in the low light of the solitary lightbulb in the room.

      Liam looks up at his sister, but his eyes are so swollen I’m not sure if he can even see her. The golden-haired woman wipes her hands on her pants, and I cringe at the bloody streak left behind. “Ma?”

      Cris flinches beside me and I sidestep away, trying to get a good vantage point on this woman. I don’t like how relaxed she looks. She’s not one of the ones I met in the hellhole they took Cris to, so I don’t know her skill level, either.

      Assume high.

      “Just let us get the boy, and we’ll be on our way,” I murmur.

      My eyes fall to the small cart beside the wall. Several instruments lay across the metal, gleaming with wetness I don’t want to investigate too much. But the handgun catches my eye.

      “I can’t do that,” she sighs.

      As my finger slides to the trigger and my eyes return to the woman across from me, she’s already moving. She slams into my shoulder and the gun goes off, spraying bullets up toward the ceiling as we fall to the ground. All the breath squeezes from my lungs as she presses her knee into my stomach, pinning me to the ground. The fucking gun beside me is just out of reach.

      “Love!” Cris screeches, rushing forward. The golden-haired woman rips the on the strap of the gun, trying to dislodge it from my body. The angle is all wrong.

      “Get the fuck off me!” I growl as we roll across the ground. I hear the snap of the leather as soon as it breaks, and my eyes go wide as soon as the tension leaves my neck.

      A shot goes off as me and this woman scramble on top of one another. I slam my fist into her jaw, but she throws her weight in the opposite direction, rolling us again.

      If we keep moving like this, Cris won’t be able to shoot her. No matter how good a shot is, she’ll end up hitting me, even if it’s because the bullet went through.

      Fucking hell.

      Another shot goes off and Cris snarls, “Fucking stay still!” She mutters something else as push a hand away from my face, trying to grab ahold of anything on this woman that will help me hold her still.

      All of a sudden, there’s more weight on me and I grunt under the new pressure, not even sure whose elbow is digging into my throat at this point.

      “Get the fuck off of her!” Cris screams, and the sound of skin on skin blocks out everything.

      Less weight.

      I scramble to my feet, shoving the woman off of me as I reach for the gun. With one eye on her, I watch as she punches Cris in the jaw, sending her flailing backward.

      Fuck.

      As I bend to pick up the gun, she turns and throws something.

      The shine of metal catches my eye a second before the small blade rips into my stomach. I sink backward grabbing at the skin around the wound trying to figure out how bad it is. As blackness creeps around the edges of my vision, I look from the golden haired woman to Cris.

      Fuck.

      Am I dying? I can’t leave her here. She can’t beat her—

      But the blackness won’t even let me finish my thought.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cris

      

      

      “No!” I screech as I watch Love fall to the ground, gripping the blade sticking out of her stomach. Blood leaks through her shirt and a feral noise claws its way up from my stomach as I grab the handgun from the table and point it at the woman.

      She arches her eyebrow at me and smirks. “You should really use your own weapon, when possible.”

      “Lost it during the scuffle,” I admit, flicking the safety off.

      “That’s a shame, I don’t think you’ll be able to use that one.”

      My heart races in my chest, my blood pounding a beat in my ears as her words sink in. “Why the fuck not?” I ask, cocking it.

      “No bullets,” she shrugs. My eyes widen and in the instant I glance down to check the clip, her leg flies out and connects with my arm, sending the gun flying across the room.

      But not before a single shot goes off, landing in the wall above Love’s head. Fucking liar.

      I’m an idiot. And I’m going to die.

      She doesn’t move for any of the weapons, though she probably doesn’t need them. She steps to the side and shrugs before she lunges for me. Cocky bitch.

      I manage to clock her across the jaw before she slams my head into the wall behind us.

      Some small part of me is impressed with even that.

      This bitch is something else entirely. I thought Love was strong? I thought she was too well trained to fight?

      Fucking hell.

      Stars erupt across my vision and I stumble away from the wall toward Liam as the woman stops to pick up a weapon. I’m going to die here. Love is dying on the other side of the room, Liam is half unconscious, and I can barely walk straight.

      Already my eye is swelling shut.

      Everything hurts, and the room spins. How hard did my head hit that wall?

      I can at least tell Liam goodbye.

      That’s all I can think as I stumble toward the chair. Maybe he can get out while she kills me. I owe him that as his big sister. I can do this for him, at least. With shaking hands, I blink, trying to steady my vision enough to pull the rope around his wrists away.

      He groans and the sound bangs around in my head, echoing against my ear drums until fresh tears spring from my eyes. “Get out of here,” I whisper, pushing on his shoulder. “I love you, I’m s—so sorry, Li.”

      Something wrenches me back by my hair and my vision goes white with pain. I know there’s a gash on my head somewhere, and this bitch is ripping it open farther. I struggle against her hold as she drags me away from the chair.

      My knees hit the hard ground and her hold on my head lets go. Sweet relief flows through me as that pressure decreases, my vision slowly returning to the blur of before as the white stars recede.

      “I’ve fucking had it with this bullshit,” she spits, literally spits, at me. Her fist crashes into my face and I fall to the side, trying not to cry out at the pain. Some part of me wants to hold on to at least one shred of my dignity.

      “It’s over,” I choke out. “The holo—”

      “The holo doesn’t change my orders. They’ll deal with that PR nightmare, mark my words. Nothing is going to change. And you are a problem,” she growls. I don’t even know this woman’s name, and she’s going to kill me.

      Funny how that bothers me so much.

      I don’t know the name of my murderer.

      The clicking sound of a gun being cocked grates on my ears and my chest stutters as I swallow a sob. I can barely see at all.

      I swing my arm out blindly, desperate to defend myself. The laughter that comes from the right of me tells me I look as pathetic as I feel. And that’s how I’m going to die.

      Pathetic.

      Get out, Liam, I beg him silently. I pray the words. I beg the universe for this small favor, over and over in my brain. Just let my little brother get out.

      Something cold presses to my cheek and I blow out a shaky breath.

      Accepting it.

      I can’t even see to fight it.

      “It’ll be quick,” she promises, dragging the muzzle of the gun up to my temple. I nod my head. That’s all I can ask for, really, in this situation.

      At least, it’ll be quick.

      Bang!

      I blink, trying to see through the blood and swelling and tears . . . the fact I can see at all amazes me. My heart races as I try to figure out what happened. Is this death? There’s an afterlife?

      My head turns this way and that as something thuds beside me.

      “Chaos?” a familiar, hoarse voice whispers and I look up to find the blurry image of my brother. Liam!

      “No, no,” I whisper. “You were supposed to get out.”

      “Cris,” he whispers, his hands gripping my shoulders. The tears won’t stop now, the sobs are violent, shaking my entire battered body. Why does everything hurt so bad? Isn’t death supposed to be the end of suffering?

      Blackness crowds around the edges of my vision and I sniffle through it, wondering if maybe I’m bleeding out, maybe that’s what this is.

      I can’t even die fast.

      And then darkness shrouds everything.

      “Cris!”
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            Cris

          

        

      

    

    
      My entire body feels like it’s on fire. I struggle against something dark, something heavy, something that’s trying to hold me down . . . but I can’t break free.

      No matter how much I try to move, I’m stuck.

      This inky black substance flows around me like malevolent water and I can’t help but wonder: Is this Hell?

      Are the Christians right?

      Did I die and fail to pass whatever judgment their God puts them through?

      Another bout of heat blasts through the center of my body and I jerk against the sticky substance holding me down.

      Hell . . .

      I come awake all at once. My eyes rocket open and I sit up, immediately tangled in cords and sheets. As my hand flies to whatever sharp thing is sticking out of my arm, a familiar voice calls out to me.

      “Cris!” Liam snarls, pressing down on my shoulders until my head hits something soft. A pillow. “Fucking stop, you’ll rip your IV out!”

      IV. . .

      I look around the room, blink as the too-bright lights blare into my eyes and then look back to Liam. He’s bruised but he looks . . . healthy. “Liam,” I choke out, my throat dry. My lips feel like they’re going to peel off my face with the movement. “Where—what’s going on?”

      “You whacked your head pretty hard. They said you had a concussive event—” as he speaks, his words slowly fade into the background, the memory of that concussive event slamming into me.

      The woman who was holding him. She slammed me into the wall. He was—he shot her. Love.

      “Love. Where’s Love?”

      “She’s in the next room over. She’s fine, too. You’re fine.”

      “You? You’re fine?” I ask as a woman in grey enters the room. She pulls what I can only assume is my chart down from the wall and reads it over before approaching the bed with a cup of water and some kind of pill.

      “How are you feeling?” she asks.

      “Like I’m fucking dying,” I snap. “Can I see Love?”

      “Love?”

      “The woman next door,” Liam supplies, shaking his head. His long, shaggy hair flies around with the movement and somehow that makes me nauseas.

      “What the fuck is wrong with me?” I groan, holding my stomach as I swallow the pill.

      “You have a severe concussion. We weren’t sure if the swelling would go down enough for you to wake up for a while, but the medbay got a mysterious donation of M3D1C and it woke you up before you’ve finished healing it looks like.”

      “Medic?” Stasia. “Can I see Love?”

      “You need to rest,” the woman sighs, patting the bed. “Tomorrow.”

      With that, she checks something off on my chart, hangs it back on the wall, and leaves the room. I narrow my eyes on the door and slowly swing my legs over the side of the bed.

      “Cristiana Coleman,” Liam snaps and I wince.

      “Who are you scolding?” I ask, meeting his eyes. “I’m older.”

      “Someone has to, since Ma—”

      A strangled noise chokes its way up my throat and Liam’s eyes fall. I knew he would know, because of the holo . . . but . . . I wrap my arms around his neck and lay my head on his chest, squeezing him tight.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit, swallowing hard. “That we lost her? That you didn’t get to make up with her before we did? That I couldn’t save—”

      “You can’t save everyone, Chaos Coleman. I tried to find you, you know,” he murmurs, patting my back before he steps away. “I was looking for you in Dallas, then Kansas City. That’s where that bitch found me, in between Kansas City and Deep KC.”

      “Tell me you didn’t go to Deep KC,” I groan. I hated that place when I was there.

      “I was going to,” he admits. “But I never made it there. I got nabbed and brought here to DC.”

      “I’m sorry for that, too. That’s all on me. If I hadn’t started all this, you would have been fine. And they hurt you,” I whisper.

      “You did the right thing. Everyone is talking about you. You should see the broadcasts.”

      “What are the broadcasts saying?” I ask, my heart racing.

      Liam wipes at his eyes, but I don’t mention it. Instead, as he messes with the tiny television in the corner of the room, I ask. “Are you okay? Everyone is gone, Liam. Don’t you need to talk about it?”

      “I can’t talk about it yet,” he murmurs, his shoulders drooping. “It’s too raw. One day, but not today, Cris.”

      “Okay,” I sigh, rubbing my temple. My entire head feels like it got squished like a bug. As the television turns on, my too-sensitive ears adjust to the noisy broadcaster.

      
        
        “Regent Roxanne Freestone and her husband Louis Abernathy have been arrested for crimes against the New Republic of America.”

        “What is PVLG, Inc.?”

        “We believe PVLG, Inc. is one head of a multi-faceted organization that has invaded our nation. The intel we have been able to gather so far suggests  this is a radical group who believes in the superiority of male—”

        

      

      “Holy fuck,” I whisper.

      “Yeah,” he nods. “They’re putting them on trial for treason, both of them.”

      “Who is they?”

      “The governors,” he laughs. “Lead by some lady out of Cincinnati. She’s been all over the broadcasts calling for governmental reform—whatever that means.”

      I’m not too sure what it means myself, actually. But it sounds like progress. A small smile curves my lips and I pull the IV out of my arm as I step away from the bed.

      “Cris—”

      “I have to see her,” I whisper. “I love her.”

      “Come again?”

      “She and I—” I take a deep breath “—we’re together, I think.”

      “You think?” Liam snorts, his eyebrows hiking up his forehead. I narrow my eyes on him as I make my way to the door. He said it was the next room over, but he didn’t say in which direction. I peek in the window of the door to my left and find an older woman. As I pass my door again, Liam shakes his head and follows me to the room on the right.

      “Love?” I call out as I enter the room. Love sits up immediately and her eyes go wide.

      “Cris,” she murmurs, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She winces with the movement, and I instantly know she wasn’t given any Medic like I was. But that means her wound wasn’t life-threatening, so that’s great news.

      As much as it sucks for her.

      I rush to her and throw my arms around her neck, blinking through the dizziness that moving so fast causes. “Goddamn this head,” I growl. “I thought Medic fixes everything?”

      “It can only do so much,” she murmurs against my hair, rubbing her arms down my back as she squeezes me tight. “I thought I was going to lose you.”

      “I thought I lost me,” I admit. “And you. I thought you died.” The last word comes out as a sob and Love shushes me, pressing her lips to my temple.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Chaos.”

      I squeeze her tight, sighing before I stand back and glare at her with all the effort I can manage. “I love you.”

      “You look awfully mad about that—”

      “I am. I thought I was going to die, and I thought you were going to die, and it was just—can we not do that?”

      “Die?” she asks, looking baffled.

      “Yeah. Can we skip it for a bit? No more running off into firefights and saving babies from burning buildings—”

      “We haven’t done that one,” she points out.

      “—or getting kidnapped, beaten, shot—”

      “We did that a bit.”

      “—or hitting each other. We hit each other a lot, you know?”

      Love snorts and Liam burst out laughing behind me. I swallow the smile creeping across my lips as Love nods her head.

      “Yeah, I think we’re good on all that for a while. Except the hitting.”

      I wince when she says it and she grabs my hand, rubbing her thumb across my knuckles. “I love you, Chaos Coleman.”

      “I love you, too,” I sigh. “How is Charity?”

      “Discharged, already.”

      “How long was I out?” I ask. I realize, now, I should have probably asked that sooner . . . but, it didn’t occur to me.

      “Three days,” Liam answers, coming to stand beside me.

      “We did it,” Love rushes out, as if she just realized something. “They arrested Freestone and her husband.”

      “I saw the broadcasts,” I smile, cupping her cheeks. “We did it.”

      “They’re talking about the Privilege and trying to get to the bottom of it all and—”

      Liam points to the window, drawing both our gazes. My eyebrows draw down as Love and I walk hand in hand to peer outside. The flagpole between the sentinel and the Capitol Building is raising something.

      A new flag.

      A new flag with a burning Venus Star.

      Love’s hand squeezes mine firmly and I glance at her. She stares ahead with tear filled eyes as that new flag is raised and something in my heart breaks for her happiness.

      “We really did it,” she murmurs.

      “We’re going to fix it,” I reply with the same words we shared with one another not so long ago—although it feels like years.

      “We did.”

      Love kisses me. It’s unexpected and I nearly fall over as her lips move against mine. I can taste the excitement on her lips, the promise of this new future unfolding around us.

      And I can’t blame her.

      I return the kiss with as much excitement as I can manage without falling over and laugh when Liam clears his throat.

      “Oops,” Love snorts, resting her forehead against mine. “Sorry—”

      “I’m not sorry,” I laugh, laying my head against the crook of her neck. I’m not even a little bit sorry. I don’t know what will happen in the future, or what that looks like for a couple of girls who nearly burned the country down . . . but we have earned it, whatever it is.
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