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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Good luck and have a pleasant apocalypse.” 
 
    The level cadence of the robotic voice clicked off, leaving Olympia alone with her thoughts in the sterile white pod as she awaited launch. A click and her safety harness tightened. Knowing the thrust that would soon follow would crush her against the seat, she closed her eyes and braced for its punch. A rumbled roar came next, and the anti-gravity rush rocketed her stomach into her throat. No matter how frequent her flights, Olympia couldn’t relax and fill her lungs with a calming breath until the pod touched down in a silky smooth landing. The pod’s lid slid open with a hiss, and she squinted up at the glare of the unknown. 
 
    Adjusting her grip on her power fusion rifle, which she’d dubbed Icebreaker, Olympia did a mental ten count before hurling herself from the safety of the pod. Falling into a defensive crouch, she leveled the gun in a quick sweep of her drop point. 
 
    Wooded area. 
 
    No sounds of animals or wildlife, which meant the land was either well-hunted or contaminated. The steady shush of waves drifted in from the distance. They were close to a coast. Possible tsunami situation. 
 
    No more than fifteen feet away, a rusted-out army Jeep sat barricaded by a cage of vines and foliage. If any life still rumbled from the automotive heap, it would give her team a rare advantage. Shifting Icebreaker to her left hand, Olympia used the right to activate the tracker on her shoulder. Four pings sounded in her earpiece as the signal was sent out. The response was instantaneous; four mimicking alerts accompanied a rustle in the brush to the south of her. Moving as a silent shadow, Olympia leveled Icebreaker’s sight on whoever or whatever was approaching. 
 
    They broke through in a tight formation, shoulders together with weapons poised. Nodding to three of her teammates, Olympia’s gun wielding arm drooped. Wordlessly they shifted to a diamond position—backs together, attention on alert. 
 
    Tipping her chin in Salem’s direction, Olympia’s pinkie finger brushed the back of his hand. It was the only small show of affection she could allow in the face of war. “Any sign of the newbie?” 
 
    A lock of onyx hair fell across Salem’s forehead, clinging to his sweat-dampened skin. His ice blue stare flicked down, lingering over the shape of her lips. “Not yet, but I did hear some grunts and heaves to the north.” 
 
    “I take it no one warned him about the effects of the first launch?” Olympia asked, a hint of a smile threatening. 
 
    “Where would be the fun in that?” Her jaw locked, Raleigh broke formation and jogged to the Jeep with her pulse rifle held in a firm, two-handed grip. The team moved to cover her, granting her a moment to slam the hood shut and swing herself into the cab in hopes of hot-wiring the iron beast. 
 
    Flipping the thick rope of her braid over her shoulder, Tallahassee checked her wrist for the Atmospheric Readings and Environmental Assessment, or A.R.E.A., display. “No one warned any of us. Seems a shame to ruin tradition.” 
 
    “What say you, wise barometer?” Olympia nodded to Tally’s predictive gauge, refocusing her team’s attention on the mission. “Is our battle today against Mother Nature, or something a little less natural?” 
 
    Before Tallahassee could respond, leaves rustled, and the tree line spat out their newest member. Poor Houston’s pallor matched that of the greenery around him. The others may have laughed at his expense, had it not been for the ruckus he kicked up plowing through the undergrowth. Raising the barrels of their weapons of choice, the team left Raleigh momentarily exposed as they broke into a sprint to surround the rookie. Boots skimmed over sticks, leaves, and rock in well-trained, muted steps. Closing around him in a huddle, they froze … and listened. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Orion’s Belt!” Salem hissed after a beat, relaxing a fraction of a degree. “Are they training the new recruits at all? Or did they just go ahead and downgrade us to disposable instruments?” 
 
    Houston’s face morphed from sickly green to humiliated red, the hue seeping up to the tips of his earlobes. Blinking away the hot rush of embarrassment, he palmed his elemental submachine gun. It managed to look awkward in his gangly hands. “I’m trained.” His argument lacked the sting of conviction. “My sharp-shooting skills are the highest the academy has ever seen.” 
 
    “That is a very good thing,” Tallahassee grumbled, her attention directed to the digital read out on the gauge on her wrist, “because we have no weather abnormalities, kids. There are no storms, visible fires, or outward signs of contamination in the plant life. The sun is too bright for this to be a burn-out simulation, and no meteor strikes are detected. If this was a civil war, or alien invasion, we would be—” 
 
    “In a populated area,” Olympia finished for her, pulling a second weapon—a fierce looking AA-12—from the holster at her hip. Squaring her shoulders, she possessed the sleek and deadly beauty of a goddess of war. “That means we’re looking at hostiles of some sort. Mother Moon, these are the worst.” Tapping the link to her comm, she reported back to their busy mechanic, “Raleigh, we need that Jeep running. We are too open and exposed here.” 
 
    “Don’t wait for me!” Raleigh barked back. Hands on the roll-bar, she heaved herself out of the driver’s seat to wrench open the hood. “Fall into formation! Whatever beasties they plan to throw at us will come in hot from all sides.” 
 
    Doing his best to shrug off his failures, Houston added himself to the cluster. The weight of his weapon, cradled between his hands, made his narrow shoulders sag. Not that he would tell the others, but only yesterday he was firing at images on a screen with a plastic replica gun, not training in the field. Somehow, scores on a virtual video game landed him a spot on the most elite crew in the galaxy. Swallowing hard and fighting the urge to mop the sweat from his brow, he forced himself to find that calm place in his mind where the gun became an extension of his arm. Pressing its butt to his shoulder, he trained the sight on the trees and said a silent prayer that he not fail his team. 
 
    Raleigh eased the hood of the Jeep shut and wiped her hands on the legs of her black lycra jumpsuit. Lifting her shoulder, she pressed her comm with her chin. “The Jeep is a no go. I know basic mechanics. What we need is an automotive necromancer to bring this thing back from the dead. Whatever is coming, we fight—” 
 
    Her sentence was abruptly cut off when a careening dart stabbed into the side of her neck. Falling to the ground, Raleigh jerked in spastic convulsions. 
 
    “Get down!” Olympia screamed. Dropping to her belly, she army crawled to Raleigh’s side as quick as she could. She caught the shoulder of her teammate and rolled Raleigh onto her back to find foam bubbling from her bluing lips. 
 
    A beat later, the rest of the team caught up. 
 
    Holding Raleigh steady with a hand on her shoulder, Olympia plucked out the dart and sniffed the tip. “It’s poison. It has to be. But I can’t identify the odor.” 
 
    Salem snatched it from her fingers and took a whiff. “It’s a blend. I wouldn’t begin to know how to counter it.” 
 
    “Roll her! She’s choking!” Tears welled in Tallahassee’s red-rimmed eyes as she scooted onto her knees and forced Raleigh’s convulsing body onto its side. Their stares locked just as the merciful wand of peace softened Raleigh’s features, and she drew her last breath. 
 
    A spray of arrows rained down on Tallahassee’s hiccupped sob, not allowing even a moment of mourning. Foliage snapped and shook, announcing an incoming attack. 
 
    Falling onto his back, Salem double-fisted fusion rifles and opened fire with a rage-filled battle cry tearing from his lungs. Houston flinched at the thunderous crack of each shot, but he adjusted the position of the rifle digging into his collarbone. Staring at the shaking trees without blinking, he held his breath and waited for a target. 
 
    Terror stormed the clearing as monsters, borrowing the form of man, swarmed from the brush. Their features were contorted into sharp, deformed angles. Leathery, gray skin stretched taut over humanoid skeletons. Thick rope veins bulged from their flesh, mechanical gears feeding blood to gnarled extremities. Despite the barbaric science keeping them alive, their weapons were far more primitive. Hand-strung bows and arrows, along with whittled spears, waved over their heads as they ran. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” Olympia ordered. Laying Icebreaker in the dirt, she raised her hands in momentary treaty. “Do you speak English?” When her question earned no response from the cluster surrounding them, she tried again. “Parlez-vous franҫais? Hablas español?” 
 
    The cybernetic creatures moved into a stifling huddle. Stalking in a listing side-step, their heads tilted, hungrily drinking the team in. 
 
    With a spear held in an over-hand grip, one beast snorted. “Wanasema nini?” 
 
    “Ni jambo gani? Kutokana na nafasi watatuua,” another responded, jaws snapping. 
 
    Her face a mask of calm neutrality, Olympia fought to keep her tone steady. “You can communicate. That’s a very good thing. It means we can try to find a diplomatic approach, if we can get past the language barrier.” 
 
    Still on her knees, Tallahassee’s fingers crept toward Raleigh’s fallen weapon. She looped her pinkie finger in the trigger guard, and slid it back inch by painstaking inch. Her stealthy efforts were thwarted by the boot of a humanoid stomping down on her hand. An anguished scream tore from her lips, as Tallahassee’s bones were crushed under the weight of the creature’s grinding heel. 
 
    “Huyu anafikirir sisi kipofu,” the humanoid barked down at her. 
 
    “I don’t understand the language.” Gritting her teeth, Olympia’s face flushed in frustration. “I speak twelve bloody dialects and can’t pick out one word.” 
 
    Tallahassee leaned into the beast’s spear until its point dimpled the flesh of her throat. Her face crumbled into a hateful sneer. “They knew. The language. The Jeep. The poison. They set up the simulation and sent us here knowing we didn’t have a chance. We never really did. The second we became the Apocalypse Five … we were already dead.” 
 
    Another among the angry horde boomed, shaking his stone-carved dagger, “Kuacha kuzungumza kwake!” 
 
    The spear-wielding humanoid pulled back in hesitation. The haunting orbs of its black eyes fluttered in a series of rapid blinks. Something that resembled sorrow softened its jarring features. 
 
    Closing her eyes in acceptance, a lone tear betrayed Tallahassee as it streaked down her cheek. 
 
    “Samahani.” The word left the creature’s decaying lips on a breath that dripped of regret. 
 
    With a purposeful lunge, it drove the spear through Tallahassee’s throat. Eyes bulging, her hands grappled with the gushing wound. Blood dripped from her chin, and she slumped to the side until her head settled to the earth alongside Raleigh’s. The two fallen members of Olympia’s team stared unblinking into each other’s lifeless eyes, seeing truths of the unknown the living could never comprehend. 
 
    That strike crackled through the air, electrifying the mood from one of diplomacy to rage. Cries of fury ripping from their lungs, the remaining trio sprang into an attack. Olympia dove to reclaim Icebreaker, then led her team in opening fire. Together, they unleashed the full fury of hell. Backs pressed together, their casings showered the earth. Bullets slammed into storming humanoids. Inky black gore sprayed from their wounds and coated the grass with a slippery sheen. 
 
    “Direct your fire toward the tree line!” Olympia shouted. Releasing an emptied cartridge, she let it fall to the ground and slammed in another. 
 
    She and Salem fired into the descending horde, landing shots based more on luck than skill. Houston’s method was far more sparing; he lined up each shot down his arm, and never missed. One after another, the bodies fell. Mowing their way through the throng, the three pressed on toward the mass of ivy Olympia’s pod landed in. Limited on ammunition, retreating seemed the only option. 
 
    Ears ringing from the thunderous storm of gunfire, smoke and debris made each breath more painful than the last. Zinging in, an inbound arrow took a bite out of Olympia’s shoulder. It slammed into her with enough force to spin her around, and knocked the gun from her grip. Ripping through tissue and tendons, it gouged the bone before jutting out the other side. 
 
    “Olympia!” Salem’s head whipped around, acting not as a soldier, but a man in love. That second of vulnerability cost him … everything. 
 
    The airborne cartridge of clear plastic and strobing wires that buzzed past Salem’s ear seemed out of place in that primitive simulation. Not that any among them would have time to question it. While the detonation device missed him on its first pass, he failed to notice its boomerang back. It collided with his cheekbone in a fiery spray, sending him reeling. The world slowed to a crawl as he pivoted back to all that remained of his team. Half of his once handsome face sagged in a mutilated mess of drooping flesh and exposed bone. One eye swinging from his hollowed socket, Salem’s knees buckled and he folded to the ground. 
 
    “Salem!” Clutching her wounded arm to her chest, Olympia holstered her weapon and dove to catch his charred head before it could slam into the earth. His name tumbled from her lips in a desperate plea. “Salem, stay with me. Salem!” 
 
    “Orion’s Belt,” Houston swore under his breath, the weight of their circumstances crushing in. Swinging his gun over her head, he provided cover for the grief-stricken team leader. “Olympia! You have to get up! We have to move!” 
 
    “No! I can’t leave him!” Shoulders shaking with violent sobs, Olympia clung to his chest, listening to his heart still. 
 
    Out of options, and eager not to die, Houston strained to gather a thrashing Olympia in one arm while using the other to pick off the lumbering humanoids as they closed in. 
 
    Calm. 
 
    Steady head, steady hand. 
 
    Unable to change the cartridges, the moment one gun was empty, he dropped it and grabbed the next. Even the one holstered at Olympia’s hip found its way into his grasp. Pressing back, he made slow and steady progress despite the knot in his gut and fear pounding in his temples. 
 
    Only when he bumped the pod with his thigh, and felt the rush of hope building, did Houston realize his team leader’s whimpers had stopped. Her limp form sagged over his arm. He twisted her to face him, and acidic bile scorched up the back of his throat. An arrow protruded from her eye. The life behind it snuffed out. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Chin quivering, the boy—who couldn’t have been more than fourteen—eased his fallen leader to the ground. While his soul longed to speak words of peace to usher her into oblivion, the teeming beasts rustling closer would allow no temporary reprieve. With the blood of those he fought alongside splattered all over him, Houston retreated into the pod. 
 
    As the lid hissed shut, the humanoids surged. Banging on the lid, they slapped and kicked at the sleek lines of the ship, ravenous in their hunger to claim its cargo. Fingers numb with shock, the rookie punched in the launch code with his knuckles. Suddenly pinned to his seat by the lurch of blastoff, Houston was powerless to do anything but watch through the pod’s small window as the blaze of ignition melted the creatures’ flesh to the bone. Squeezing his eyes shut, he waited for the sky to welcome him home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The bunk hall was silent. 
 
    Tears zigzagged down the faces of many. 
 
    Cadet 1215 sat on her bunk with her legs curled under her, hair still damp from the shower. She, along with the others, stared at the wall-size monitor in shock as the traumatic end to the current A-5 team played out to their horror. 
 
    The door at the far end of the barracks slid open, granting entry to an Undertaker. The rest of the universe knew them as Handlers, who tended to the every need of the chosen five. It was the cadets that granted them the ghoulish nickname, since they only showed their faces there when a team member died. 
 
    Breath was sucked from the room in a collective intake. The Undertaker glided across the floor in silent steps. Its face was made to look like a human female, while the rest of it was a seamless machine of robotic mastery. Stopping in 1215’s cluster, the expressionless android tapped a code into the display on its forearm. It paused for confirmation, then addressed the trainees with a pre-programed smile. “Cadet 1215?” 
 
    While exhaling relief at their own expense, the faces around her creased with empathy. 
 
    1215 unfolded her legs and slid from her bed. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Holding her head high, like she had been trained to since she was old enough to stand without wobbling, 1215 ignored the leaden weight of dread rolling in her gut. 
 
    “Wristband, please,” the Undertaker requested in a monotone cadence, holding up the scanner on its palm. A quick blip confirmed the cadet’s identity. “You are to collect your belongings and report to the Apocalypse Five Barracks by no later than oh-six-hundred. You have been promoted. Congratulations.” 
 
    Gears purring, the Undertaker turned and strode to the door with a purposeful stride. Its pseudo-muscles were precision silicone, joints flawless titanium. 
 
    A million questions flooded 1215’s tumultuous mind. Still, only one prompted her to call out to the messenger sent to bestow her with what many deemed a badge of honor. One of a long-awaited identity all her own, distinguishing her as more than just a number in a sea of faces. “Wait! Do … do I have a name?” 
 
    Pulling up short, the Undertaker’s head tilted with a robotic jerk. The code to 1215’s file streamed behind otherwise human-esque eyes. “Indeed, you do. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Detroit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Thirty-Six Months Later 
 
      
 
    The world was ablaze. 
 
    A blood red sky hissed with crackling flames. Ravenous jaws of red and orange devoured every tree they encountered and belched out black blooms of smoke in a stifling fog. Clad in a black lycra suit and thigh-high boots, Detroit rose from her pod. Lifting her chin, she scanned the scene. In her mind, she could practically hear the thunderous rock crescendo that would thump through the AT-1-NS space station as all of its residents tuned in for the A-5’s latest mission. 
 
    “Look alive, Dee! We got a rager!” Juneau darted in at a full sprint. Without breaking stride, she played to the camera mounted on Detroit’s helmet by pivoting on her heel and shooting a wink from behind her own oxygen mask. Expertly styled auburn curls bounced around her face in their own untamable blaze as she ran. 
 
    Juneau’s twin brother, Reno, trailed a few paces behind her. While he lacked her enthusiasm for their roles, fear for her safety spurred him to stay close. The thirteen-year-old pair joined the team eighteen months prior, after a tsunami scenario wiped out former teammates Vegas and Montgomery. 
 
    A ginger, like his sister, Reno’s pale blue eyes blinked up at Detroit with a calm concern well beyond his years. “Are you burned? I have a pack of Aurora Aloe if you need it.” Reno dutifully held the label up toward the camera, paying their sponsors their dues. 
 
    Detroit couldn’t help but feel protective of the neophytes. They had yet to be jaded by the brutality of their station. Things like camera angles and sponsorship spots still mattered to them. Detroit was only a year older than them when she was plucked out of the barracks. Since then, she had orbited the sun three times and seen things that still haunted her nightmares. 
 
    “Save that. No doubt we will need it.” Tapping the button on the side of her helmet, the world around Detroit became a digital read out that allowed her to see through the landscape in search of heat signatures. She had turned a half-circle in her cursory evaluation, when a yellow strobing silhouette appeared only an arm’s distance away. 
 
    “Wind direction is forcing the fire to the south, Captain, sparing everything to the north.” 
 
    Clicking back to regular display, Detroit found Augusta—Auggie to the A-5ers—clicking away at the sensor on his wrist. His hair was twisted into a mohawk with dreads, and his milk chocolate skin offset a bright white smile that made girls throughout the metropolis space station swoon. While the two of them had joined the team at the same time, Auggie was a year older than her. A fact he repeatedly brought up since she was named team leader over him. The word captain left his lips with a slathering of sass that made it sound like a cuss. 
 
    Tracker monitor in hand, he kept his expression stoic for the attentive audience back at home. “That is the good news. The bad news is that there is a village containing roughly twelve hundred lives in that same direction. It’s my determination that saving them is today’s mission.” 
 
    “There’s more than that.” Reno flipped his hair from his eyes with an annoyed huff. 
 
    While their Undertakers encouraged them to be pillars of fashion, the looks seldom translated well into simulations without being exceedingly bothersome. Like Detroit’s boots. Whoever thought that was okay had never outrun a nuclear blast scenario. 
 
    “Look at the wafts of green in the flames.” Reno pointed into the distance. “That’s a chemical agent. I’m guessing it’s capable of much worse than torching an unsuspecting town.” 
 
    Having realized she didn’t have back-up, Juneau swiveled back to join her team. “Oh! Does that mean zombie apocalypse?” Clapping her hands, she bounced on the balls of her feet. “I love those! Embrace the chaos!” 
 
    Reno tried to shrink her enthusiasm with a side-ways glare that couldn’t penetrate her bubble of blissful enthusiasm. “The last time we played that one out, you got cornered in a roomful of undead. On behalf of all of us, we would like to avoid a repeat performance.” 
 
    “We need to contain it, before it comes to that.” The timbre of Houston’s voice was a gentle caress down Detroit’s spine. 
 
    She fought the desire to look his way, for fear of anyone watching and reading into so much as a glance. Not that there was anything happening between them. But what if she stood too close? Stared too long? Then again, wouldn’t it be just as odd if she didn’t acknowledge his arrival at all? 
 
    Forcing a mask of indifference, Detroit tossed her chin-length bob and let her stare casually sweep up the length of him. Time and determination had swelled Houston from scrawny rookie, to chiseled soldier. His once buzzed haircut now fell to his chin in a tangle of inky waves. At a glance, he appeared the pinnacle of strength and fortitude. Only those who dared to look closer would see the glimmer of sorrow and regret clouding his russet stare. 
 
    “Talk to me.” Slapping his elemental trace rifle against his palm, Houston squared his shoulders. “What options of containment do we have available?” 
 
    “Why go in search of a solution, when one is already here?” With nearing flames knocking the temperature up to stifling, Juneau tightened their huddle. 
 
    “It’s getting a little toasty in here for riddles, June-bug,” Detroit pointed out, taking a deep drag off her oxygen mask. 
 
    Juneau jabbed her thumb in the direction of the rugged crag crowning the plane behind them. “That, is not a mountain.” 
 
    Lips screwing to the side, Augusta’s brow pinched tight. “It’s doing a stellar impression of one.” The smile he tossed to the camera contained the radiance of a full lunar spectacle on a cloudless night. 
 
    “Aren’t you the structure and engineering guy?” Juneau cocked her head. “It’s upsetting that I have to spell this out to you.” 
 
    “For Saturn’s sake, Juneau!” Reno’s face reddened to match his hair. “This isn’t a game! We die here, we die for real. If you have something worthwhile to say, say it. Otherwise, let’s take the failed mission and get out of here!” 
 
    Rolling her eyes with an indignant huff, Juneau jabbed her thumb toward the wall of rock behind them. “That, is a dam. Granted, I’m still a borderline neophyte, but an untapped water supply in the middle of a wildfire seems a pretty big advantage in our favor.” 
 
    Adjusting his oxygen mask, Augusta eyed the structure. “You wouldn’t happen to have a rocket launcher under that lycra, would you?” 
 
    “It just so happens that I do.” The corners of her eyes crinkling, Juneau pulled two vials from the utility belt slung around her hips, careful to keep them far from each other. “Of the chemical sort.” 
 
    Before any of them could question her further, Juneau palmed a vial in each hand and sprinted in the direction of the dam. 
 
    “Anyone else bothered by the fact that she keeps explosives on her like lip balm?” Face folding in frustration, Reno begrudgingly took off after her. 
 
    “So, we aren’t discussing these things anymore?” Augusta shouted after them, squinting to see through the billowing smoke. To the others, he mused, “The plan now is just to follow the suicidal redhead without question?” 
 
    “Oh, there will be a whole slew of questions. Count on that.” Jerking her head for the rest of the team to follow, Detroit darted after the twins. 
 
    On the right side of the dam, stone steps had been carved into the rocky elevation beside it, leading up to the towering crest. Taking the stairs two at a time, the three elder team members sped to close the distance between them and their baby-faced counterparts. They caught up to them at the precipice. A descent to a fiery death loomed on one side, a watery grave on the other. 
 
    “You got us here. Now, what’s the plan, kids?” Houston demanded. Hands on his knees, he eagerly sucked in a greedy lungful from his oxygen pack. 
 
    Seated on the edge of the dam, with her legs swinging carelessly against its face, Juneau clipped her grappling belt around her brother’s waist. 
 
    She said something, with that same easy smile, but what it was, Detroit couldn’t say. The team leader tuned out, lost in the scene splayed out before her. Not the rampaging flames, but all that laid beyond that. Beneath the water, enormous turbines churned energy back to the nearby civilizations. Detroit couldn’t help but wonder why simulation designers would put such detailed focus into a part of the mission they couldn’t be sure the team would even see. It played no real part in their scenario. Yet, there it was. 
 
    “Detroit!” Augusta’s shout snapped her from her reverie, whipping the team leader’s head around. “Would you please talk to her? Or kick her off the dam before she kills us all? Honestly, at this point I would settle for either.” 
 
    “No one is going to get killed!” Juneau batted the suggestion away like a bothersome insect. A beat of hesitation and she reconsidered, “Or, at least, we shouldn’t.” 
 
    Auggie tossed his hands up in the air, then let them slap to his sides in frustration. “That’s very reassuring. Thank you.” 
 
    The corners of her heart-shaped lips tugging downward, Juneau’s stare swiveled in Detroit’s direction. “It’s not that risky! I’m just going to repel halfway down the dam, then mix this tube with the other one …” She demonstrated by holding up one vial then the other. “Together, they make a liquid explosive equal to TNT. It makes the dam go boom, the water gushes over the flames, and POOF! We have ourselves a successfully completed mission.” 
 
    Detroit cast her stare toward the blaze devouring the landscape with merciless intent. “What happens when you set that thing off with you dangling beside it? We watch you spiral into a backdraft of waiting flame?” 
 
    “That’s not how a backdraft works,” Houston chimed in. Squatting down, he double checked Juneau’s grappling hook. 
 
    “Not the point,” Detroit spat to silence him. 
 
    Juneau offered her team leader a toothy grin. “That’s the part where you all are going to need to hurry and pull me up.” 
 
    Catching Juneau by the elbow, Detroit dragged her to her feet. “You need to stop this. We will find another way, or we’ll abort mission and suffer through a week of punishment exercises.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll be great. I haven’t run until I puked in quite a few moon cycles. I could use the cleanse.” Auggie nodded in mock exuberance, the tips of his short dreads bobbing with the motion. The A-5 helmets were fastened on with straps, to allow their hair to always look its best. After all, what was the point of saving the world if you didn’t look fine as hell for the cameras? 
 
    “They’re right, June-bug.” Despite his argument, Reno held tight to the nylon rope his sister had thrust into his white-knuckled grip. “This is a stupid risk you don’t have to take.” 
 
    Shouts rang out in the distance, rising up in a nightmarish chorus coming from the village they were sworn to protect. 
 
    “Hear that?” Holding up one finger, Juneau’s head tilted as she listened. “Those people think otherwise.” 
 
    “Those people aren’t real!” Detroit countered, jamming her hand in the direction of the panicked ruckus. “All that’s out there is digital programming meant to train us or kill us. Don’t give them a chance on that second option. They will take it. I’ve watched it happen.” 
 
    Eyes flashing with challenge, Juneau’s stare lobbed from one to the next of her teammates. “They may not be real, but tomorrow’s victims could be. That could be the day when we’re all called in for the real thing. It could be this exact type of situation, and we’ll have no idea what to do because we were too scared to try. On AT-1-NS, my special instruction has been in chemicals and explosives. Let me use what I’ve learned. Imagine this is real. Pretend it’s the one. The fate of the Earth lies with us. Isn’t a little risk worth the lives of all those trusting us to protect them? The mission before all else, right?” 
 
    Houston glared at the vials, resenting anything or anyone that dared threatened his team. He could practically hear their audience back on the starship hooting their approval for the selfless ginger. “What lesson are we teaching them if you die? If they watch you make a reckless choice, which gets you killed, it will shake their confidence in all of us.” 
 
    “Well, then I guess I’ll have to do my best not to die.” Taking a casual step back, Juneau threw her arms out wide and fell back in a reverse swan dive off the dam’s edge. 
 
    Sucking in a shocked gasp, Reno braced his footing and seized the rope tight. It skimmed over his skin, rubbing angry red gashes in his flesh, until the grappling hook caught with a lurch. 
 
    Tendons of his neck bulging, Reno’s expression remained at a stoic neutral. “Check on her.” 
 
    While Auggie grabbed the rope to take some of the strain off Reno, Houston and Detroit darted to the drop off. Peering over the side, they found Juneau swinging back and forth mid-way down the dam’s stone face, beaming up with a victorious grin. 
 
    “I would stand back if I were you,” she called. She tapped a button on the side of her oxygen mask, and it hissed out into a full protection helmet. 
 
    Juneau didn’t wait for them to move before pouring one vial into the other. The chemicals reacted on contact, foaming and bubbling in an expanding eruption. Slapping it against the dam, she kicked herself off the concrete blockade, swinging at a sharp angle to the right. “Pull me up! Pull me up!” 
 
    “Oh, now she’s worried about her own well-being,” Detroit grumbled under her breath. Clasping a hand onto Juneau’s rope, she tugged her toward the stairs. “This way! Move!” 
 
    Footsteps pounded over trembling rock as the team bolted toward their escape. There was a high likelihood they were bouncing Juneau off the rock wall as they ran. Oddly enough, they were okay with that. 
 
    As if noticing that very same thing, Juneau’s voice wafted up from below. “Things are about to get really loud down here! Now would be the time to quicken pace!” 
 
    “Look who’s suddenly concerned about being close to the explosion,” Detroit barked in response. 
 
    The nylon rope snagged on the edge of a jutting rock, forcing them into an abrupt halt. It took the combined force of the entire team—four pulling, one throwing her weight—to pop it free. 
 
    “Don’t try to insert logic into her thought pattern,” Reno grunted, face reddening to match his hair. “It’s pointless. Like blowing up a dam while we’re standing on it!” 
 
    The first explosion furthered his point, ripping the ground from beneath their feet in a stomach lurching buck. Stumbling to regain their footing, they bent their knees to absorb the shock and waited a beat. When no aftershocks followed, they sprang back to immediate action. 
 
    Mid-stride, the second strike hit. Rock cracked with a thunderous boom, water spraying from a divot webbing through the foundation. 
 
    “Get off the rubble, or become the rubble.” The muscles of his chest rippling, Houston gave Juneau’s tether a forceful yank. Hooking the slack he created around his elbow, he sprinted toward salvation. 
 
    Like a sand castle caught in the rising tide, the middle of the dam washed away, exploding out in a gush of rushing water and rock. The ledge moved in a stomach-churning lurch, threatening to topple under the weight of the A-5. Pumping their legs for all they were worth, they got within range, and dove for the stairs. 
 
    As a second rockslide claimed more of the dam, it took the braided nylon line with it. Bulleting its reckless passenger toward the ground, the force ripped the cable from their hands. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Houston grunted through his teeth. He threw himself at the plummeting line, sliding on his stomach to catch it. It hissed through his hands, burning through layers of flesh without slowing. Upper body disappearing over the ledge, a scream tore from his throat. Hooking his feet on the top stair was all that prevented Houston from doing a nose dive into the torrential storm below. 
 
    After unclipping the grappling hook at his waist, Augusta fastened it to Houston’s belt. He held tight to the line, assuming a wide-legged stance to brace them both. “I’ve got him. Help pull her up.” The flare of his nostrils was the only outward sign of his struggle. 
 
    Scrambling on their hands and knees, Detroit and Reno edged up alongside Houston. All that remained of the ledge of the dam was the roughly three by three perch they stood on, leading down the teetering stairs. Tendons of his neck strained in thick ropes beneath his purpling skin, Houston bellowed a potent war cry. Using every ounce of strength he possessed, he lifted the rope battling against him. Catching hold, Reno and Detroit bared their teeth and joined the fight. Palms bloodied in a matter of seconds, their feet scraped against their narrow pedestal in a hunt for traction. 
 
    Inch by torturous inch they raised dead weight. The line swung like a pendulum counting down to heart ache. 
 
    “Juneau, I need you to talk to me!” Houston demanded, tone tight with equal parts concern and exertion. 
 
    Silence. Not so much as a whimper floated up from below. 
 
    “She’s okay, right?” The panic in Reno’s voice dialed up a few desperate octaves. Blood dripped from the folds of his fist, yet his grip didn’t loosen. “She has to be!” 
 
    Face paling, the skin of Houston’s hands hung in flayed ribbons. “There’s too much dust and debris. I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “She could be under water! Keep pulling!” Throwing his slight frame into the task, Reno leaned back against the rope and pulled in a steady hand over hand rhythm. 
 
    Knowing Houston would need time in the regeneration tube before he would ever be able to squeeze anything again, Detroit picked up his slack and joined Reno’s efforts. “Houston, we’ve got this. Let go of the rope and just watch for her.” 
 
    He needed no second invitation to release his battered hands from the bite of the rope. “Nothing yet. Just a thick cloud of dust.” 
 
    Gaze drifting to the landscape, Detroit watched as the freed water squelched what was left of the spreading blaze. Their mission would officially be labeled a success. But, at what cost? 
 
    “There’s still weight on the rope,” Auggie whispered, primarily for Reno’s benefit. “Had it broke, we would know.” 
 
    A slight nod was the only response the fretting boy could manage. 
 
    “Wait!” Hopping to his feet, Houston pointed down. “She’s there! I can see her!” 
 
    The haze rescinded to reveal auburn curls and a wide grin. Dripping wet and covered with sludge, Juneau kicked off the wall and turned in a victory spin. “And you all doubted my plan would work!” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know what we were thinking,” Houston grumbled. Hooking his forearm around her waist, he pulled her up. 
 
    Only when her feet were under her did Juneau see the wounds that now branded the palms of her oldest teammate. “You did that for me?” Blinking up at Houston, her eyes swam with tears. 
 
    “In together, out together. That’s the deal.” A sheen of sweat coated Houston’s chalky complexion. A red light flashing on the cuff on his wrist issued an alert at the state of his vitals. 
 
    Fearing it wouldn’t be long before they had to carry him out, Detroit eyed a route back to their pods where the water, at its highest, looked to be little more than knee deep. “We got our girl. Let’s go home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who caught that mission today?” Chancellor Washington asked the sea of glamorously groomed bodies filling the AT-1-NS ballroom from his perch on the elevated stage. 
 
    Polite applause and whistles lifted in response. 
 
    Rubbing a hand over his well-trimmed beard, Washington allowed their celebratory cheers to fade organically before he continued. As the only surviving member of the original Apocalypse Five, he was truly a man of the people—a fact which had allowed him to move up the political ranks from soldier to chancellor. 
 
    “It was a good one.” He nodded, brushing a hand down the lapel of his sterling silver hued tuxedo. “Our team fought against a chemical based wildfire and doused it with breathtaking theatrics.” 
 
    A second, more exuberant, round of applause was accompanied by the clinking of glasses. 
 
    Behind the chancellor, a curtain of hand-strung crystals hung from the soaring ceiling to the floor. The glittering stones transitioned from gold to deep sea blue on their descent to the ground. When the light hit them, the effect came alive like a shimmering waterfall. 
 
    Caterer androids, easily distinguishable by their rubbery, sunshine yellow “skin” wove through the crowd. Balancing trays on their palms, they offered decadent hors d’oeuvres and chilled champagne to all those in attendance. 
 
    “They risk their lives and bring us hope.” Resolute conviction tightening his jaw, the chancellor paced the length of the stage. “That hope is that we may, one day soon, return to Earth. When we do, it will be because we have succeeded in our mission aboard this starship. That we have trained a team so strong and formidable that they can keep the Earth safe from any doomsday threat that dares challenge us!” 
 
    To that, the crowd exploded in uproarious cheers at the mere idea of a life lived outside of the AT-1-NS walls. While it was lavish and had every extravagance they could possibly want, it wasn’t outside. It wasn’t fresh air blowing on their skin, nor sunshine on their shoulders. Both were concepts they had only ever read about. 
 
    A small smile tugging at the corners of his lips, Washington nodded to the floor and waited for their enthusiasm to quiet. 
 
    “Never,” he continued when a suitable hush fell, “has there been a team that has lasted as long as our current A-5. Eighteen months without a death! That’s unheard of! It’s nothing short of an eternity for a team that is risking their lives day after day. Make no mistake, friends. That is exactly what they do. They tirelessly train, for mankind’s sake, time and again. Thereby allowing the rest of us to enjoy our way of life, and rest a little easier.” Throwing his hands out wide, Washington’s shoulders sagged. “Maybe I’m an arrogant man, but I like to think I play a small part in their success thanks to the strategy I implemented. I sought to have them each educated in specific areas of study, along with their tactical training. If you remember, I added specialized courses for each—one in mechanics, another in botanicals. And let’s not forget engineering, explosives, and nautical navigation. Not that I mean to impede on their accomplishments in any way.” 
 
    “It’s all thanks to you, Chancellor!” a voice in the audience sang out, churning up a fresh wave of accolades. 
 
    In the backstage prepping area, Auggie scoffed and let his head thump back against the wall he was leaning on. “Ya hear that?” he slurred. “June-bug could have been blown to bits, but it’s Washington who truly gets the thanks for today’s job well done.” 
 
    Auggie’s Undertaker, Saco, twisted the ends of his faux-hawk into a punk masterpiece. Her hands moved with a smooth, robotic purr. When each new teammate was granted a name, so was their android Undertaker. Team members’ names came from state capitols, their handlers’ towns from those same states. The Undertakers were distinguishable by the color of the metal plating that ran across their torsos. Saco’s was gleaming emerald. 
 
    Satisfied with his hair, the titanium tips of her fingers clicked together as she swept her hands down the lapels of his burgundy suit to straighten the cut of its lines. AT-1-NS designers fought tooth and nail for the chance to dress the team. Their fashions for tonight were sure to be tomorrow’s next hot trend, no matter how seemingly absurd. 
 
    “Augusta, your speech is impaired, and you are exhibiting poor muscle control by your need to steady yourself against the wall’s stability. Have you been drinking again?” Saco asked, gears whirring as her head tilted. 
 
    Pulling a flask from his inside breast pocket, he twisted off the cap and treated himself to a swig. “Again would imply I stopped at some point. You should know by now that in my off time I like to keep myself blissfully numb.” 
 
    “You being a moderately intelligent human, I suppose I don’t have to point out that you are underage.” Cocking one curved hip, Saco jammed a hand to her side in what resembled a human-like gesture of annoyance. All of the Undertaker’s human response programs were upgraded to maximum level in hopes of achieving more of a bond between them and their charges. In many cases, it also allowed them to exhibit a healthy dose of sass. “Let me instead remind you that all of AT-1-NS has turned out for this event, and public perception plays a large part in keeping you alive. Do I need to reiterate the cautionary tale of Dover? He made himself so publicly hated with his antics that the people requested more dangerous and hazardous missions for him. They wanted to watch him get killed off. As he isn’t on your team, or in the retiree archives, we know how that turned out.” 
 
    Head lolling to the side with a groan, Auggie slapped the flask into her waiting palm. 
 
    “Thank you. I will dispose of this and confirm when you all are to make your entrance.” Saco’s body swiveled, her face staying locked on him for a beat to add, “You, try not to break any laws or insult anyone while I’m away.” 
 
    Not waiting for him to answer, her head caught up with the rest of her. Saco moved away in a mechanical stride, quickly disappearing down the stairs that led to the gala. 
 
    Reaching into his back pocket, Auggie pulled out a second flask. “That’s a tall order to fill. She should probably hurry.” He punctuated the statement with a long pull from the container. 
 
    “Saco should get promoted to starship flight deck just for having to deal with you,” Detroit muttered, careful to stay still while Lansing, her Undertaker with red plating, arranged double-sided tape to prevent her from spilling out of the white silk gown chosen for her for the evening. Plunging to Detroit’s navel, it left little to the imagination. It also ruled out the possibility of dancing, sitting, or bending for the remainder of the night. 
 
    “With every drink he takes, Augusta increases the likelihood of a public spectacle by six-point-seven percent. If such an event were to occur, Saco would most likely be melted down and recycled. She could be a can-opener.” Head turning with a stiff twitch, Lansing’s stare met Augusta’s with robotic detachment. “Would you like that, Augusta? A Saco can-opener you could open your alcohol beverages with as a reminder of how she tried to save you from yourself?” 
 
    Lips pursed tight in annoyance, Augusta replaced the screw on cap, and tucked the flask away. “I’m trying to cope, just like the rest of you. They tried to kill us only a few hours ago. Now, we’re being paraded out like prize space pods. We all have our vices for dealing with this shit. I just have the balls not to hide mine.” 
 
    “I’m not hiding anything. I like comfy clothes and streaming old movies from the pop culture archives.” Juneau’s nose crinkled in the direction of Anchorage, her Undertaker with the glossy purple breast plating. “This bra you forced me into is boob jail. It makes my chest sad.” 
 
    Anchorage paused in her task of piling curls on top of her charge’s head. The look was a tribute to old Hollywood glamor. “The cotton pajamas you love are already laid out on your bed, Miss Juneau.” 
 
    Candy apple painted lips twisting to the side, Juneau lifted one brow in mildly piqued interest. 
 
    “I have also alerted the kitchen staff you will be placing an order upon your return to your room for something covered in cheese and/or chocolate.” 
 
    Her silver-screen goddess get-up was diminished an iota by Juneau bouncing on the balls of her feet and seizing her android in a tight bear hug. “Moons of Mercury, Anchorage, you just get me.” 
 
    Eyebrows lifting to his hairline, Augusta turned his hand palm up as if his point had been made for him. 
 
    “That’s not a vice,” Juneau huffed, suddenly looking every bit her thirteen years. “It’s good taste.” 
 
    “I don’t need any kind of coping mechanism,” Detroit boldly declared, silently envying the guys’ tuxedos which appeared far more comfortable than her binding gown. “I have a job to do, which I take seriously. Simple as that.” 
 
    That claim caused all those who heard it to pull up short. Teammates and androids alike flinched in her direction as if unsure they heard right. 
 
    A hot rush filling her cheeks, Detroit shrank back a tick. “What? I don’t.” 
 
    Reconsidering the decision to be good, Augusta pulled out his flask and drained it of its contents. “You don’t have a crutch, huh? So, that rippling six-pack and those killer guns were gifted by genetics? You kill yourself in the gym to distract yourself from the realization that any random mission could do it for you. That’s how you maintain control, mon capitan.” 
 
    Detroit’s mouth opened and shut in search of some sharp retort to shut him down. But what could she say? Following that day’s mission she pounded out her frustrations on a treadmill until her sweat poured as freely as her tears. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Houston rumbled in her defense, his chest swelling protectively. Thanks to a few hours in the regeneration tube, all that remained of his injuries was puffy pink skin. He was unmarred perfection in a tailored white shirt topped with a tuxedo vest and neck-tie. Plano, his Undertaker marked by black plates, arranged his onyx hair into slick waves that tickled his collar. 
 
    Eyes crinkled mischievously, Auggie’s stare lobbed from Detroit to Houston, and back again. Sucking air through his teeth, he chuckled. “Gotta tell ya, man. If she needs a little physical exertion, there are way more fun ways to accomplish that.” 
 
    Blushing clear up to her earlobes, Detroit fought back her embarrassment by flipping her blunt bob and glaring him down with expertly make-upped eyes. “Go ahead, keep trying to get the people who fight alongside you to hate you. Maybe that’ll earn you the way out you’re trying so hard to find.” 
 
    “Enough,” Reno interjected with his silky-smooth voice of reason. Arms pulled back, he allowed Sparks, his yellow-plated android, to slide his suit coat up his arms. “We get through tonight, and we can each escape into whatever it is that gets us by. For now, we are a team that stands together, if for no other reason than not wanting to die alone.” 
 
    “The blood pressure of every human in the room is elevated as if agitated,” Saco stated, reappearing at the top of the stairs. Her digital eyes blinked, a fun little nuance to make the androids seem more life-like for the comfort of their charges. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Couldn’t be better!” Augusta exclaimed. His smile was just a touch too wide, his eyes not quite focusing. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, Saco would have noticed his increased state of intoxication and intervened to shield him from the public’s watchful stare. Unfortunately, she came to them under orders that took precedence over her standard programing. “Chancellor Washington requests your immediate presence. He is moments from announcing you.” 
 
    “Oh, goody!” Augusta pushed off the wall and stumbled toward the stairs. Catching himself on the railing, he erupted in peals of laughter. “Is he done taking credit for all of our accomplishments, then?” 
 
    Lifting one foot, Detroit adjusted the strap of her gold stiletto ankle boot. “We’ve all suffered from reentry sickness. We could say he’s puking his guts out and can’t make an appearance. It’ll save our fans from knowing he’s a drunken ass.” 
 
    The cold metal of her hand catching Detroit’s elbow to steady her, Lansing was quick to support her charge. “While A-5 appearances are mandatory, certain circumstances are allowed where absence is permitted. An extreme physical ailment does qualify.” 
 
    “This isn’t a circumstance!” Flinging his arms out wide, the side of Auggie’s hand smacked Houston in the chest. “It’s an opportunity. One I plan to seize.” Before anyone could move to stop him, he stumbled down the stairs, making a less than grand appearance that still earned thunderous applause. 
 
    Gritting their teeth, the rest of the team sullenly followed. 
 
    Heads held high, they forced smiles and swept down the grand spiral staircase. Having been cut off mid-speech, Chancellor Washington’s mouth pinched tight with annoyance he fought to keep in check. 
 
    Ever the showman, he let the cheers fade before once more asserting his command over the room. “It seems our team is anxious to get the celebration started. And, I couldn’t agree more. We need music, and dancing! Before we do, I’d like to take a moment to say a special thank you to our Apocalypse Five.” Blinking hard, he choked down a manufactured emotion. He pressed the tips of his fingers to his lips, pausing long enough to force a couple of tears. Eyes now glistening, he raised a hand in the direction of his stunning wife and the cherub-faced infant cradled in her arms. How old Mrs. Washington was remained a mystery. Like so many other residents of AT-1-NS, she spent so much time in the regeneration tube she could pass for twenty or forty. “I see my beautiful wife, Liberty, holding our infant son, and I know I only have the security of love and family thanks to the tireless efforts of the five of you.” Clapping his fist over his heart, the chancellor bowed his head as a show of respect to the A-5. “Your heroic efforts allow us the blessing of a future for our families, and for that we are exceedingly thankful.” 
 
    The next chorus of applause was interrupted by Augusta falling down the last six steps of the staircase. His boisterous guffaw was smothered by the heavy cloak of awkward silence that blanketed the ballroom. 
 
    “Our efforts?” Forearms pressed to the railing, Auggie tried to pull himself up on jelly legs, snorting in between peals of laughter. “That would imply we have a choice.” 
 
    Smiles from the adoring fans quickly morphed into condemning sneers and judgmental whispers behind their hands. 
 
    Managing to get his feet under him, Augusta hoisted himself up. His handsome face crumbled as if the acidic taste of the truth burned on his tongue. “We don’t ask to risk our lives every day. It’s not a vocation we particularly enjoy. Have any of you ever smelled burning flesh? Or dug a bullet out of your own hip? That is the price we pay for this.” Shrugging off his designer jacket, he let it fall in a heap at his feet. “And these.” Off came the shoes that were worth more than most people paid for rations in a year. “And all of this.” Waving both arms in a grand gesture at the room and all its decadence, Auggie paused for a beat. His hands fell to his sides with a muted slap, and vacant melancholy washed over his features. “We pay the price. Because, when we do, you tell us we matter. We get to be … somebody.” 
 
    While the rest of the room was stunned into silence, Houston trotted down the stairs and caught his spiraling teammate by the arm. “Is your plan here to go supernovae? What the blazes are you doing?” he asked in a hushed whisper. 
 
    Dropping his voice in turn, Auggie peered down at Houston’s hand on his forearm. “I answered to 0721 before being judged, weighed, and found worthy of a name. Who would any of us be if our identity wasn’t chosen for us?” Forcing his gaze to meet Houston’s, Auggie’s eyes swam with tears. “Would we matter at all if the universe wasn’t watching this celebrity grandeur and waiting for us to burn out like shooting stars?” 
 
    Houston’s grip slipped off Auggie’s arm. “0721?” 
 
    Sniffing back his show of emotion, Auggie nodded. 
 
    “0721, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m 0422.” Houston offered Auggie his hand in a formal shake. When he hesitantly took it, Houston locked stares with him and pulled him in close. “I know you, and I see you. It doesn’t make a damn bit of difference what you call yourself, that’s not going to change.” 
 
    Juneau bound down the stairs, caught Reno’s sleeve, and dragged him along behind her. “We were 1205 and 1206!” she chirped, clapping her free hand on top of theirs. 
 
    Detroit wanted to join them in the rare display of team solidarity. Unfortunately, her position on the stairs allowed her a sobering view of the ocean of hauntingly beautiful people. All of which cast their glances in Washington’s direction in search of cues on how to react. 
 
    Clearing her throat, she fixed on a dazzling smile with trained perfection. “You’ll have to forgive Augusta. The reentry process can be taxing. We’ve all been crippled by it at one time or another. Brave soul he is, Augusta thought he could take a muscle relaxer and soldier on. I think we can all agree that didn’t work in his favor.” 
 
    A ripple of laughter cracked through the iced over room. 
 
    “Let’s give him a round of applause for his effort, as he is escorted back to his quarters to recover.” Clapping her hands, Detroit led them in the gesture. 
 
    The lackluster response from the few who joined in was easily drowned out by clinking crystal, and the awkward clearing of throats. Still, sideways glances eagerly awaited Washington’s reaction. 
 
    Well aware of the quivering anticipation of his judgment, the chancellor paused a beat longer and dragged his tongue over his lower lip. “We put such lofty expectations on our A-5.” The soothing resonance of his voice was a blend of wistful melancholy and regret. “We have elevated them to such untouchable standards that we forget they are humans with weaknesses and vulnerabilities. By all means, Handler Saco, escort Team Member Augusta back to his quarters. Make sure he gets the rest and recuperation he needs.” The smile that seeped across Washington’s features couldn’t mask the dark threat looming in the depths of his stare. “The last thing any of us want is for his weakened state to cause a catastrophe during tomorrow’s mission.” 
 
    “Yes, Chancellor.” Having been rooted in one spot to await further orders, Saco sparked to life and glided down the stairs to collect her charge. 
 
    Drained of his alcohol-induced bravado, Augusta draped one arm around Saco’s silicon padded shoulders and sagged against his Undertaker. Wrapping the vise-grip of her robotic hold under his arms, Saco supported the majority of his weight. 
 
    As Detroit watched them leave, she felt the chancellor’s glare boring into her and shifted under its smothering heat. What message he hoped to find scrawled across her face, she didn’t know. Even so, the scrutiny forced the protection of her public mask firmly into place. Widening her smile until her cheeks ached, she rolled her shoulders back into a sultry pose. “I believe we were promised a party?” 
 
    “That you were, my dear.” Washington beamed back at her with a conspiratorial grin that made Detroit feel she had shaken hands with the devil. “Bring on the music! I believe our team leader fancies a dance.” 
 
    The orchestra rushed to the stage, launching into the theme song that would have been played had the A-5 made a traditional entrance. 
 
    “Love, love me do. 
 
    You know I love you. 
 
    I’ll always be true. 
 
    So please … love me do.” 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” Houston asked, offering Detroit a hand down the last few stairs. 
 
    Suddenly, she felt like the walls were closing in. Taking his hand, she assumed a ballroom hold with little mind of whether he wanted to dance or not. 
 
    They moved through the steps with practiced ease, always careful to keep a respectable distance between them. Tilting her chin his way, Detroit deprived the rest of the room a glimpse of the tears glistening like sparks of amber in her mahogany stare. 
 
    “Auggie’s right,” she rasped, voice cracking with barely contained panic. “Everything we do is for their acceptance and approval.” 
 
    “And?” Houston pressed, not in a dismissive fashion but in acknowledgment of a harsh truth he had long since come to bitter terms with. 
 
    Pulling back, Detroit stilled her steps and forced him to hear her. “And … they know it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Cranking up the speed on the treadmill, Detroit pushed her muscles to their limits. Sweat streaked down the flawless brown skin of her well-toned back as she stared out the circular window before her at the infinite mysteries of space. Even with her legs pumping like powerful pistons, she couldn’t outrun the demons of doubt lurking in her mind. Not for lack of trying. At her current pace she was set to beat her personal best for a five-mile run. 
 
    Only a tenth of a mile away from her goal, Detroit’s calf cramped in a stabbing knot. Head falling back, she screamed more in frustration than pain. After she keyed down the speed, she managed an awkward hobble in an attempt to loosen the spasming muscle. 
 
    “You need to stretch that out,” Houston called from the gym doorway. Thumbs looped in the pockets of his loose linen slacks, the chiseled muscles of his chest strained against the fabric of his fitted T-shirt. “Or you’ll be useless during tomorrow’s mission.” 
 
    After tapping in the code to end her session, and run report to her fitness log, Detroit limped off the machine. She snagged her vitamin-infused water from the top of the weight tower, and treated herself to a healthy swig. “If you came in here to push your yoga agenda, save it. Calm meditation isn’t my thing. I need the endorphin release of good, sweaty cardio.” 
 
    “Biting my tongue on the very obvious dirty rebuttal I could make to that remark, I will take the high road, and ask a far less suggestive question.” Closing the distance between them, he hitched one brow in question. “What about torn ligaments? Are those your thing, too?” 
 
    Water bottle still poised at her lips, Detroit took another swallow before answering. “Sometimes, it’s a necessary risk.” 
 
    Houston grabbed a fluffy white towel from the neat stack on the shelf and tossed it to her. “And, did it work? Do you feel all better now about your little epiphany?” 
 
    After padding down her chest, Detroit dropped her chin to swab off the back of her neck. “It wasn’t a big deal. This whole A-5 situation can just be … a lot. I had a moment where the walls were closing in. That’s all.” 
 
    With the gentle insistence of his knuckle under her chin, Houston made Detroit meet his stare. “You were trembling and fighting back tears. That’s more than a panic attack.” 
 
    “Actually,” Detroit corrected, shrugging away from his touch—as much as she treasured any fleeting moments of his skin on hers, in that instant it felt too intimate a contact, “that’s the very definition of a panic attack.” 
 
    “Dee, you can talk to me. You don’t have to-” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about!” Detroit snapped, wringing the towel between her hands. Whatever stress relief she’d achieved during her run was rapidly fading away. She could already feel ropes of tension tightening along her shoulders. Inhaling through her nose, and out through her mouth, she tried for a calmer tone. “At least not here.” 
 
    Houston followed her glance to the camera dome mounted on the ceiling. 
 
    Somehow, someway, someone was always watching. 
 
    Wetting his lips, he took a step back. With a roll of his shoulders, he shrugged on the persona of the sexy hunk that made girls throughout the AT-1-NS swoon. “All the more reason for you to let me give you that yoga lesson.” 
 
    Playing off his lead, in a little improv scene for those who filtered their candid moments for public viewing, Detroit jabbed her fist to one cocked hip. “Why do I feel like this is an attempt to get us pelvis to pelvis?” 
 
    “Not at all.” He blinked her way in feigned innocence. “This is about me, a concerned team member, taking an interest in your health and well-being.” Houston punctuated the sentiment with a saucy wink, and his lips twisted into a leering smile. 
 
    Mouth parting with a pop, Detroit set her water bottle down and turned to face him with lightning bolts of challenge flashing in her eyes. “Oh, yeah? And what techniques would you use to assist my … ahem, well-being?” 
 
    Edging in close enough that nothing but a sizzling veil of electrified energy lingered between them, Houston’s voice dropped to a throaty whisper. “I’d start with a good quad stretch in downward facing dog. Then, I would grab your ankle and, nice and easy, guide you into a wide standing split. Taking you farther than you ever thought you could go. When you’re nice and limbered up, we’ll move together into camel pose. I’m thinking we go for the two-hump variety.” A smile playing at the corners of his mouth, he peered up at her from under his lush forest of lashes. “If you’re up for it, there’s nothing I’d like more than a nice … deep … plow. That can be rough on the back, though. If it gets to be too much, I suggest going down on all fours for a little Dog Tilt. With that one, it’s really critical that you arch your back. It might be necessary for me to hold your hips, and ease you back into it …” 
 
    “Are you about done?” Lips pinched tight, Detroit’s tone rang with a lilt of laughter she fought to squelch. 
 
    Houston’s shoulders sank with relief. “Thank the Blue Moon you stopped me! I was trying to figure out a way to work in an Upright Seated Angle, but anything I said was going to come out sounding straight up pornographic. Not on purpose, it’s just a really dirty pose.” 
 
    Adjusting the strap of her sports bra, a chuckle slipped from Detroit’s lips. “I can’t even be mad. The length of detail you went into was nothing short of impressive.” 
 
    One arm crooked on the top of the weight stack, Houston bumped her shoulder with his. “Does that mean you want to let me play the part of your personal yoga master?” 
 
    “How would that go again?” Detroit closed the gap of space between them, rising up on the balls of her feet. Her lips teased over his, breath warming his face, without the blissful relief of contact. “You wanted your body brushing mine? For me to envelope your rock hard … form, while your hands grip my hips and sweat slicks our melded skin?” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Houston managed a gruff rasp. “That … would be a heck of a start.” 
 
    “But, see,” pulling back with a regretful cluck of her tongue, Detroit sucked air through her teeth, “that reaction? That makes me the master. I guess that means I don’t need help after all.” Turning on her heel with a victorious grin, she strode toward the locker room. There may have been a little extra sass in her gait, especially since she knew he was watching her leave. 
 
    Houston acknowledged her win with a slow clap. “Well played. You let me know if you change your mind. Or, if you need anything at all. Detroit?” Something in the way he uttered her name demanded her attention. Glancing back over her shoulder, she found his expression suddenly a somber one. A glimmer of the real Houston snuck through a crack in his staged façade. “If you need anything, I’m here.” 
 
    “I will,” she muttered, with a slight dip of her chin. Tossing her towel over her shoulder, she walked on. 
 
    “Anything at all!” he called, back in character. “Wash your back? Help you towel off? Have I found the line into creepy territory yet? How else will I know where it is, if you don’t tell me?” 
 
    Biting her lower lip to fend off the hot blush filling her cheeks, Detroit rounded the corner into the marble tiled bathroom and smacked right into Juneau. 
 
    Clad in a terry cloth robe with wet ringlets hanging down her back, Juneau’s freckled nose wrinkled in disgust. “I’ve been waiting to leave, but whatever was going on out there,” she jabbed her thumb in the direction of the gym, “was just gross. I wanted no part in that.” 
 
    Detroit tossed her sweaty towel into the chute and grabbed a clean one from the built-in shelves. “It’s all part of the show, June-bug. You know that.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Twisting her hair into a bun, she wrung out the excess water. “And yet, I never see you act like that with Auggie or Reno.” 
 
    Detroit flung the clean towel over the top of the frosted glass door, leaned in to turn on the shower, and adjusted the temperature. “First of all, Reno is a kid. No offense.” 
 
    “A little taken. He knows more about emergency medical situations than all of the rest of us combined.” Folding her arms over her chest, Juneau leaned against the gray marble vanity. Every fixture in the bathroom was top of the line, no expense was ever spared in the A-5 wing. “But, go on. I’m dying to hear the rest of this excuse.” 
 
    Stepping into the shower, yet out of the range of the water, Detroit closed the door behind her and peeled off her damp workout clothes. “It’s not an excuse. The fans love the will they, or won’t they banter. So, we give it to them. Don’t read anything more into it.” 
 
    “Orion’s Belt, if you believe that, you are the dumbest smart person I know.” Juneau groaned with an exasperated eyeroll. “Everyone can see the sparks between you two.” 
 
    Detroit eased into the shower’s stream, tipping her face to its gentle spray. “If you believe that, you bought into the hype, too.” 
 
    Purposely banging her elbow against the shower wall, the glass enclosure quaked under Juneau’s strike. “You aren’t that good of an actress. Believe me.” 
 
    Turning her back to the water, Detroit dragged her fingers through her hair. “Is there a point in here somewhere you’re trying to get to?” 
 
    As Juneau inspected her reflection in the mirror, she sucked in her cheeks and tilted her chin in one direction then the other. “My point is that it makes no sense to deny yourself what you truly want, when literally any day could be your last. You grew up watching previous A-5 missions, same as me. You watched them die. Some for a simple mistake. Some in a blaze of glory. In the end, gone is gone.” 
 
    Hand under the dispenser, Detroit got a palm full of citrus smelling shampoo. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t deprive myself of anything.” 
 
    “You deprive yourself of everything.” 
 
    Biting back her building frustration, Detroit vigorously scrubbed her hair into a lather. “Let’s say you’re right. Do I need to remind you of what happened to Olympia? Almost an entire A-5 crew was wiped out because of her feelings for her teammate, Salem. Her emotions made her weak. I won’t do that. I can’t do that. I won’t lose any of you because of yearnings I may or may not have.” 
 
    Damning personal space and boundaries, Juneau grabbed the top of the shower wall and pulled herself up on tiptoe to stare her team leader in the eye. “Whether you act on it or not, your heart wants what it wants. I didn’t need to marathon sappy old movies to figure that out. As gut-wrenching as you think it would be for you to give in to your emotions, the far more tragic ending would be to keep hiding behind a stupid act and never take a chance on what’s real and right in front of you.” 
 
    Blinking Juneau’s way for a beat, Detroit mentally tried on the idea. It only took a second to find it caused a noose of fear to tighten around her heart. With a shudder, she shook off the notion and its effects. “The four of you are the only family I have ever known. You’ve made me who I am. I would deny myself every luxury in this galaxy to keep all of you safe.” 
 
    Juneau’s face fell into a frown and she let go of the shower wall. “In that case, you truly are the best toy soldier the AT-1-NS has.” 
 
    Leaving those words hanging in the thick, steamy air, Juneau padded from the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Detroit knew something was off on the following morning’s mission when her pod lid slid open to silence. After double checking that her oxygen mask was in the proper place, she climbed out of the craft. An arid wasteland surrounded her. Foliage of any kind had dried to shriveled stalks of crumbling brown. No life could survive in such a barren prairie. That could mean only one thing. 
 
    “Airborne contaminants,” she muttered to herself, checking the tank status on her cuff. In the current conditions, she had thirteen minutes of breathing time at one hundred percent function. 
 
    Swallowing down a lump of unease, Detroit flipped on her heat sensory viewing. Two yellow shapes hovered in the distance, flickering in the territory of barely detectable distance. 
 
    With the time crunch causing her pulse to pound in her temples, Detroit launched into a jog. Once she found the others, it would be up to them to determine if the area was salvageable, and if air purification could be accomplished. Simulations like this one were tricky, yet they had beaten it a time or two before. 
 
    “Orion’s Belt, Auggie, take the blasted thing!” 
 
    At the sound of voices up ahead, Detroit threw herself into a sprint. It would use up more of her precious oxygen, but the longer they were exposed to the airborne toxins the most detrimental they became. Reaching the ledge of a red rock wall, she placed her palms on the rough stone and edged herself around its narrow ridge with cautious side steps. She was careful not to let herself get distracted by the sharp plummet into certain death that nipped at her heels. 
 
    Maneuvering around the bend, she found Houston and Augusta dangling at the crag of a cliff. Sprawled flat on his back on the ground, one of Auggie’s arms hung limp over the edge. Gasping lips already cracked and oozing, his mask-free face was blistered and blotching from the air’s foul effects. Squatted beside him, Houston took a deep drag from his own mask and offered it to his suffering teammate. 
 
    Dashing over, Detroit slapped it from his hand. It landed in the dirt beside Auggie, seeping precious oxygen into the greedy landscape. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” she demanded, narrowed eyes stabbing daggers of accusation at Houston. 
 
    Ignoring her outburst, Houston scooped his oxygen mask off the ground. He brushed it off, then gently eased it over Augusta’s bubbled flesh. Auggie filled his lungs to capacity with a grateful gulp, then another. 
 
    Hands curling into fists at her sides, beads of anxious sweat streaked down Detroit’s spine. “This is not protocol. Your mask has now been contaminated, and the pollutant hasn’t even been identified! Is your plan to get you both killed?” 
 
    While holding his breath, the most Houston could do was blink back at her. 
 
    “Saturn’s rings, you can’t talk. If I end up with face boils, I’m kicking your ass.” Adding a few extra expletives under her breath, she unhooked her own mask and shoved it in Houston’s direction. 
 
    Drawing in a lungful, he squared himself to her challenge. “I’m going to get him the hell out of here. If that means we both have to breathe in a bit of the contamination along the way, that’s what we will do. Now, Detroit, before I hand back over the mask to you, is there anything else I can answer here? Maybe how to shake that chip off your shoulder? Or how to extract the stick from your ass?” 
 
    Detroit longed to lash out, but letting her lips part would mean allowing the poisons in. With the curl of one finger she beckoned for the mask as politely as possible. Only when she had it fixed back in place did she draw in a lungful and unleash her venom. “Did you bother to check his breathing apparatus? It could be a simple fix.” 
 
    The mask shifted hands once more. “No, because I’m not the engineer of this group. That would be you. I was planning to call it an equipment malfunction and get him out of here.” 
 
    Borrowing the mask, Detroit took a quick pull then handed it back. She crouched down beside Auggie, and followed the tubes on his tank to where his faulty mask had fallen. It dangled over the cliff’s edge, slapping against the rock every time the sand pelting wind blew. Turning it over in cursory inspection, her stomach dropped. Two small screws secured the airtight seal of the tubing to the base of the unit. One was missing. Their equipment underwent rigorous examination before every mission. The idea of something so basic being overlooked made the act seem almost … deliberate. 
 
    Forcing down the lump of unease scorching up the back of her throat, Detroit pushed to her feet and reached for her mask. “I could use a bonding agent to seal it, but his sores have already started to weep. We need to get him back to the medical bay. Where is his pod?” 
 
    “Behind that bluff.” Houston jerked his head toward a ragged extension of the mountain that jutted toward the sky like a clawing fingers. 
 
    A nod of her head, and Detroit crouched down to fling one of Auggie’s arms over her shoulders. 
 
    Houston grabbed the other, and the two hoisted him up. Swapping their lone mask back and forth, they dragged him to his pod. 
 
    Watching how Auggie’s head lolled from side to side, Detroit pointed out the one issue with their strategy. “He can’t initiate launch.” 
 
    Houston took one last breath, then swung his legs over the side of the pod. Situating himself in the seat, he helped Detroit lower Augusta down beside him. He clapped his fist over his heart in an A-5 salute, then tapped the button to lock the pod hood into place. The moment it sealed with a click, air flowed, and systems were go for launch. 
 
    Stepping back, Detroit said a silent prayer that a missing screw was the last equipment failure this mission would hold. She shielded her eyes from the fiery glare of blast off, watching the sleek lines of the ship meld with the skyline. Only after they vanished from sight, did she key in a code on her cuff and open up a communication channel with the AT-1-NS. “Command, we have encountered a 326. Repeat, A-5 reporting a 326, system malfunction. Mission aborted.” 
 
    Rock crunching under her boots, she trudged back to her own pod with one thought quickening her agile steps. Augusta had been plunged into a world with unbreathable air the day after publicly questioning all their team stood for. How could anyone believe that to be a coincidence? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The moment she was free from her purification shower, Detroit shrugged on the first robe she found and stomped from the restricted access launch pad. Her determined stride was interrupted by the swarm of AT-1-NS gossip mongers swarming her, all armed with moment-capturing holoimagers. 
 
    “There seemed to be distention in the ranks in today’s mission, Team Leader Detroit. Will disciplinary actions follow?” 
 
    “Did we see more than an oxygen tank being exchanged between you and Houston? Is love in the air of the A-5 barracks?” 
 
    “Two men sent with you on this mission, to only one female. Is gender bias an issue among the universe’s most famous team?” 
 
    Forcing a tight smile, she shoved her way through their eager huddled mass. “Meet me up in the mission debriefing room at seventeen hundred hours. I will gladly answer any questions I can then.” 
 
    They were still shouting questions after her as Detroit held her robe tight and jogged down the hall. After checking the gym, dining room, and his private quarters, she finally found Houston in the med-bay treating his exposure abrasions with a little time in the Healing Chamber. 
 
    It took the last of her self-control for her to let the door slide shut without Detroit forcefully slamming it. By the time she spun in Houston’s direction, fire coursed through her veins in a deadly blaze. “What the hell were you thinking? You had no idea what you were exposing yourself to! You saw the effect it had on Auggie with limited exposure. Why would you subject yourself to that?” 
 
    “Glad to see you got back to your pod without incident.” Houston clicked the laser treatment off, and kicked his bare feet over the edge of the table. Clad in black cotton pajama pants, the matching T-shirt hugged the muscles of his chest. “Nice robe, by the way. Isn’t that mine?” 
 
    “Do you want the damned thing back?” Detroit demanded, pulling open the terry cloth fabric just enough to hint that she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. “Is that what needs to happen for you to talk about what a dumbass move you made out there?” 
 
    A half-smile tugging back one corner of his delectable lips, Houston let his gaze take a leisurely walk over her curves. “You drop that robe and conversation will be the last thing on my mind.” 
 
    “Ugh!” Detroit huffed, tucking her robe closed. “Don’t channel public persona Houston. That guy is an ass.” 
 
    Holding his hands out in front of him, Houston turned them over to inspect his regenerated skin. “You know, you subjected yourself to the same contaminants. Or are we just skimming right over that part?” 
 
    Nostrils flaring in annoyance, Detroit dragged her tongue over her top teeth. “Augusta had breathed in far more of the pollutants than you had. Speaking of, have you checked on him? It would do you good to see what could have happened to you.” 
 
    Houston wet his lips, hopped off the bed, and padded across the floor to close the distance between them. “I took him to medical and stayed with him until they got him stabilized. The wounds to his skin were superficial. His lungs, on the other hand, were scorched. He’s going to have to be submerged in the oxygen tank for a day or two, but he’ll be okay.” 
 
    For reasons she didn’t want to admit to, tears welled behind her eyes. Not of sadness, or fear, but blind rage. Before she knew what she was doing, Detroit lashed out, slapping one of Houston’s stupidly perfect pecs. “Stop being so damned casual about this! You could have died! You’re lucky it’s not you floating in goo just to breathe. You took a stupid risk and put yourself in jeopardy without even considering the consequences!” Detroit pulled back to hit him again, only to have him catch her wrist and pull him to her. 
 
    Glowering down the bridge of his nose, Houston’s voice morphed to a growl. “The consequence would have been Auggie’s death. Don’t you dare pretend if you were in my place, you would have let that happen. That would be a bold-faced lie. It’s you that’s always preaching we’re a family. You would’ve shared a mask with him, and dragged him to safety by yourself, if I wasn’t there. So, you tell me why it’s any different that I played the selfless hero this time?” 
 
    “Because it’s you,” Detroit barked back, ripping her arm free from the sizzle of his touch. “Like it or not, you’re the heart of this team. We can’t function without you. Which means you’re not allowed to do anything stupid that would tear you away from us.” Her hand darted in for another glancing smack. 
 
    Pulling himself up to full height, Houston shoved his hands in his pockets. His face settled into a stone mask. “The team can’t function without me? That’s what’s behind this mid-afternoon slap fight? By the way, you’re the leader of the most powerful unit in the galaxy. Stop hitting like a space-wobbler.” 
 
    Detroit started to argue, only to pull up short at the odd term. 
 
    Houston lifted one shoulder at her obvious confusion. “When you’re in your pod and they send makeshift asteroids to shake your ship? They don’t do any damage, but give you that little shudder? I call those space-wobblers.” 
 
    “What?” Hands balled into white-knuckled fists at her sides, Detroit fought the urge to unleash the full extent of her training on his smug face. “You know what? I don’t care. Because you’re right. I am the leader. A position I got because you didn’t have the spine for it. And tonight, you almost cost me an intricate part of my team.” Stepping in, body skimming close, she jammed one finger into his chest. “Don’t do it again.” 
 
    “I don’t remember you getting this upset about Juneau’s little stunt on the dam. Yet, I do it once, and it inspired you to hunt me down for a little one-on-one time?” Dipping his head, the warmth of his breath whispered over her cheeks. “What part of this is supposed to be a deterrent?” 
 
    Face red with equal parts fury and embarrassment, Detroit ground her teeth to the point of pain. Unable to form an adequate counterpoint, she swiveled toward the door. 
 
    “You know,” Houston interjected with nonchalant indifference, “I didn’t even hear you coming when I gave him my mask. I was just going to fling him over my shoulder, run like hell, and hope for the best.” 
 
    The words hit her like a punch to the gut, igniting a white-hot rage. Spinning on the ball of her foot, she lunged for him. A snarl tore from her teeth, and she was on him in a blur. “You stupid son-of-a-bitch.” 
 
    Her intention had been hand-to-hand sparring. Instead, she wove her fingers into his hair and crushed her lips to his. 
 
    His body swelled in response. Ravenous hands gripped the small of her waist with the sole purpose of molding his form to hers. The salty-sweet bliss of her lips was a delicious heaven that earned an appreciative moan rumbling from his throat. 
 
    That slight injection of reality snapped Detroit from her spell. Shoving herself away, she pressed the back of her hand to her lips and halted him with one raised finger. “This … never happened,” she gasped, fleeing from the scene before either of them could question her moment of exposed desire. 
 
    Houston chased her as far as the door, where he caught the frame as he leaned out to call for her, “Detroit!” 
 
    She didn’t stop. Didn’t look back. Sprinting down the hall, Detroit held her flapping robe tight to her chest. Only when the door to her private chambers shushed shut behind her did she dare to exhale. Back pressed to the wall, she melted to the thick weave of her sunset orange rug. Tonight, she sampled the forbidden. The window of her heart had been cracked open just enough to let a breeze of truth waft in. She should be furious with herself. A mental lashing, and lengthy self-evaluation was necessary. And she would get right on that … just as soon as she could wipe the smile off her face from the lingering tingle of his kiss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Lansing’s lightning fast fingers clicked over the keys, typing the programming coordinates handed down to her from the designers into the simulator. Digital eyes transfixed on the screen, the Undertaker’s tone was more monotone than usual as she read back the data presented. “Solo mission constructed by designer DB3245. No added weaponry. Countdown begins in T minus three minutes. Team Member Detroit should be suited up and beginning pod safety protocols.” 
 
    After zipping up her lycra bodysuit, Detroit kissed the lucky piece of flint dangling from a silver chain around her neck. Hands on the edge of the pod, she heaved herself into her well-traveled chariot for one. “Team Member Detroit is suited up and initiating countdown protocol.” Acting primarily on muscle memory, she typed in the same codes she had countless times before. “So, a solo mission, huh? Apparently, I have a problem area that needs work.” 
 
    “Respiratory functions will be online in 3 … 2 … 1.” A click and steady hum punctuated Lansing’s statement, announcing the activation of Detroit’s oxygen filtration system. “I have no prior knowledge of the reasoning behind this chosen mission. It could be preparing you for a worst-case scenario of every one of your teammates being exterminated. Or, it could be punishment for scheduling an unscheduled press conference, and then failing to appear.” Only then did Lansing’s head jerk Detroit’s way with a robotic twitch. “My apologies. That was one of those moments, wasn’t it? The kind you hate when I fail to utilize my human emotion programming and come across as a—” 
 
    “A robot slag?” Detroit finished for her, taking a hit off her oxygen tank just to make sure Augusta’s issue wouldn’t be repeated. Finding it in working order, she let the mask fall to her chest until needed. “It’s a character flaw I’ve learned to love you in spite of. That said, there’s no need to sugar coat the solo gig. I’m being put in an A-5 timeout until I learn from my mistakes … whatever the designers feel they may be.” 
 
    Gears whirring, Lansing gave a confirming nod and returned her attention to the computer screen. “You’re in a timeout, and I’m an emotionless robot. Remind me how it was we found ourselves in the lead position of the Apocalypse Five?” 
 
    “Far as I can tell?” Detroit tucked one arm, then the other, under her safety harness and buckled it into place. “It’s either my sparkling personality, or your stellar tits.” 
 
    “The curve of my breast plate is metal and completely ornamental.” 
 
    “So is my personality. That can’t be it, then.” 
 
    “Never forget: We are alive within mysteries – Wendell Berry.” Lansing’s expression softened to the closest she came to a smile. “Return trajectory routed and programed for autopilot. According to my calculations, there is no evidence of yesterday’s problematic situation repeating.” 
 
    The pod was beginning to close, but Detroit’s hand darted out to stop it. Face blooming a bright tomato-red, her shocked squawk landed a few octaves higher than anything resembling normal. “Situation? There was no situation. Why would you think there was a situation?” 
 
    Lansing glanced up with her head tilted in confusion, her hands hovering over the keys. “Because Augusta’s breathing apparatus malfunctioned. Some may consider that potential threat of fatality a bothersome turn of events.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” Extracting her hand, Detroit settled back into her seat and silently cursed her own lack of composure under the slightest questioning. “Yeah, that simple glitch could have ended much worse. Lucky thing we got him out of there in time.” 
 
    “I concur,” Lansing seconded. “Pod lid closing … if you allow it to this time. Kindly don’t die out there, or I’ll be melted down and sold for parts.” 
 
    “You would make a handsome bar stool, or maybe some form of abstract art. But I’ll do my best,” Detroit lobbed back a beat before the lid slid into place and sealed with a click. 
 
    Others might have considered their sign-off dismissive. To them, it was the equivalent of a hug. Okay, maybe not that cozy. More like a handshake of solidarity, signifying neither wanted the other dead or repurposed. 
 
    “Weapons system, online.” Detroit rattled off her readouts as she fixed her oxygen mask into place. “All sequences a go. I am ready for the sweet serenade of my robot mistress.” 
 
    “Welcome, Detroit,” the emotionless recording kicked in. 
 
    “And there she is.” Detroit sucked air through her teeth, biting her lip in pantomimed desire. “She sounds saucy tonight. What do you think she’s wearing?” 
 
    “Focus, please,” Lansing chimed in her ear. 
 
    The crackle in their connection prompted Detroit to try another frequency for safe measure. “Yes, ma’am. I got a little static on the line. Can you hear that?” 
 
    “Today’s mission will be a solo one,” the robotic recording continued. “The target, as always, is to prevent any major catastrophes, with minimal casualties. Good luck and have a pleasant apocalypse.” 
 
    Lansing’s attempt at a response was little more than a series of crackles, pops, and hisses. 
 
    “I’ve got no sound in here,” Detroit grumbled, as the thrusters engaged and flung her back against her seat. “Good thing I’m not going solo into this mission, or that would be downright disturbing … oh, wait.” 
 
    “Sti … th … sion,” sizzled through the line. 
 
    Filling her lungs, Detroit ticked through the protocols for faulty system scenarios, trying not to link this critical error with Auggie’s. There was a chance this was intended to be a system failure simulation. If that was the case, whatever lesson the designers felt they needed to teach her meant getting back to basics. 
 
    Fighting against the inertia pinning her to her seat, Detroit did a final systems check. “Everything else is functioning properly. I just don’t have ears. If you can hear me, Lansing, keep an eye on the calibrations on return. You’re going to have to make them as needed. I’ll be no help making adjustments.” 
 
    Clicking her ear piece off to spare herself its haunting hiss, Detroit let her head fall back and closed her eyes. “If this is a slap on the wrist for something, there had to be a less ominous way to do it,” she muttered to the stifling silence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Detroit’s boot-clad feet sank into lush green grass. 
 
    In the distance, tree-frogs warbled merry croaks. 
 
    Checking the read out on her cuff, she found the air here was breathable. After first clicking off her oxygen tank, in case a need for it arose, Detroit pulled off her mask and clipped it at her belt. The tangy scent of pine rode in on a gentle breeze and filled her lungs with blissful serenity. 
 
    Calming as it was, Detroit couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. The realization of what that was made her stop short. No hum. On every simulation she had ever been on, a soft, electrical hum lingered in the background. Detroit was so used to it, she paid it no mind … until it was gone. 
 
    The dial of her building unease ticked a few notches higher by the fact that there was no visible catastrophe. A mountain range sliced the horizon in the distance, much too far for this to be a volcanic anomaly. All around her, towering trees swayed across the blue pallet of the sky. None were in flames, and no monstrous humanoids stumbled out from behind their thick trunks. This appeared to be a peaceful landscape. Which led to one haunting question … 
 
    Where the hell was she? 
 
    Movement up ahead forced Detroit into a low crouch. Ducking behind a bush Reno could probably name and rattle off the scientific classification of with ease, the most the solo team leader could say about it was that it was leafy and not covered in thorns. For the moment, at least, that’s all she needed to know. 
 
    Grass crunched not ten feet away, causing Detroit to hunch lower still. Hand hovering over the grip of her neutralizer, the tips of her fingers itched for the trigger. 
 
    Bodies moved on the other side of the foliage, back and forth in a rhythmic pattern. Parting the branches, she leaned into the shrubbery and peeked through. Men and women worked together to fill a trailer marked Fortress 5 with fruits, nuts, vegetables, and dried meats. Hands dirtied from the efforts, their sunken cheeks and sallow complexions painted a picture of malnutrition that sliced into her heart. 
 
    When one apple fell from the cart and rolled across the ground, a woman with a wild mane of blonde braids casually kicked it under the wheel of the cart. Pretending to bend down and tie her tattered boot, she snatched the apple and attempted to hide it in the pocket of her loose-fitting pants. 
 
    “What are you doing?” A man with sun-streaked hair, and taut, lean muscles, caught the girl by the arm, his voice a demanding whisper Detroit only heard thanks to her nearby vantage point. “Are you trying to get arc whipped?” 
 
    Waist-length rope braids swayed across her back as the girl spun on him, her eyes wild with panic. Their clothes were faded and ratty, the ends of the fabric hanging in ribbons. To say this was an impoverished community would be a vast understatement. 
 
    Still, an indignant fire straightened the girl’s hunched spine as her hand hovered protectively over her midsection. “I’ve been having horrible cramps, and haven’t felt the baby move in days. I need to eat something.” 
 
    “Shhh!” The young man’s face reddened. Glancing over his shoulder to ensure no one was listening, he held firm to her elbow and ushered her farther from the other workers. “Do you want them to take our child to the AT-1-NS? No one can know about the baby!” 
 
    Detroit’s jaw fell open, knocked loopy by this upper cut of information. First there was the obvious questions of how could this young woman possibly be pregnant? She was gaunt thin, her complexion waxen. While she had never actually witnessed a pregnancy, the reading she had done described it as a far more full-figured state than this. Which was why women aboard the starship never dared risk subjecting themselves to such a perfection altering condition. 
 
    “Orion’s Belt,” the words left Detroit’s lips in a horrified gasp. 
 
    No pregnant women aboard the ship, but families—such as the revered chancellor and his wife—welcomed cherub face bundles of joy quite often. No more than one or two per family, per starship rules, yet the pitter patter of little feet wasn’t uncommon. Then, of course, there were the hordes of A-5 candidates who filled the barracks training for their chance on the elite team. 
 
    All those children, and Detroit never questioned where they had come from … until that moment. 
 
    Could this be … home? 
 
    No. This wasn’t real. 
 
    Yet … the designers had to have a reason to show her this. 
 
    Tenderly caressing her belly, the pregnant woman chewed on her lower lip. “What if what they say is true? What if taking this risk is at the expense of our child’s well-being?” 
 
    The dirt-covered fella plucked the apple from her pocket. He held it up, turning it one way and then the other in cursory inspection. Finding it flawless, he poked his thumb nail in it to mar its polished perfection. “Huh, this one is bruised. I guess it can’t go on the cart after all.” Handing it over to his grateful love, he continued. “And, we take the risk, because we breathe this air, and drink the water … when we can find it … every day without getting sick. Remi, just because these are the way things have always been done, doesn’t make them the right ways. We are already over the moon in love with our unborn child. I hear you sing to him—” 
 
    “Her,” the woman Detroit now knew as Remi interrupted. 
 
    “Whichever.” The man’s russet shirt rippled with his exaggerated shrug. Taking her free hand in both of his, he dotted a kiss on her knuckles. “I hear that sweet lullaby, and I know you don’t want to hand him or her over to strangers any more than I do. People that won’t tuck them in with a song each night or let them know how much they’re loved.” 
 
    Pulling one of his hands away, he yanked on a rope attached to a pully system. A giant basket lowered in a chorus of noisy squeaks. The massive weaved wicker contraption descending drew Detroit’s gaze skyward. An entire civilization was nestled among the tree branches. Cozy cottages with thatched roofs and mossy insulations were built among the tree trunks. Elaborate braided rope bridges interwove them all in an elaborate infrastructure. 
 
    Remi placed a gentle hand on his forearm, and stepped in close enough to brush a tender hand over the tanned face of her love. “If they find out, and demand we release the baby? What then?” Their sweet moment was interrupted by her wincing in pain and clutching her belly. 
 
    Attempting a soft smile, he cradled her face between his palms and dotted a kiss to the tip of her nose. “Easy, my star, too much stress and you’ll induce labor. Let’s make the most of our time to prepare and plan. That can best be accomplished by you putting my mind at ease by climbing into the basket. Let me float you to our cottage, so you can hide from prying eyes before the Fortress team arrives to claim their bounty.” 
 
    Pain rescinding, Remi rose on tiptoe to press her lips to his. Not an ounce of fear or hesitation held her back. That display was more foreign to Detroit than this odd simulation itself. “You are my rock,” she breathed the words into him, her fingers curling into his hair. 
 
    “And you are my wings.” Brushing his fingers down the length of her arms, his hands closed around hers to guide her into the basket. 
 
    Stares locked, he pulled the rope in a steady hand-over-hand that lifted her to their tiny little castle in the clouds. 
 
    Detroit wanted to watch them, to inspect them like a science experiment and figure out what she was meant to learn from such a detailed simulation. Even so, her training had taught her to keep moving. She had already lingered longer than she should have. Dropping to her belly, she army crawled backward under the brush branches she had leaned into as she watched the scene unfold. She hopped to her feet, and spun with the intention of sprint back to her pod. The sound of the safety clicking off a gun, and the chill of the barrel to her temple froze her in that spot. 
 
    “What have we here?” a menacing timbre rumbled behind her. “An Air Walker making a run for it? You wouldn’t be trying to sneak off with part of our payment, would you?” 
 
    Pulling up to full height, Detroit rolled her shoulders, sending her chin-length bob swaying over the back of her neck. “That was the idea. I saw a luscious watermelon I just had to have and planned to sneak off with it. Damned if it wasn’t right then that I realized this outfit doesn’t have pockets. Foiled my whole plan.” 
 
    “We got a mouthy one,” a surprisingly soft male voice cooed. A heavy set of footfalls thumped up behind Detroit. “Want me to frisk her, boss?” 
 
    Lacing her fingers behind her head, Detroit swiveled to face her captors. The squadron questioning her wore military fatigues. To her shock and confusion, the letter patches on their shoulders read AT-1-NS. Adding to this mystery was the camo tank parked behind them with the words Fortress 5 spray painted on the side. 
 
    If these vigilantes were borrowing the starship call numbers to manipulate the residents here, that very well could make them the force she needed to stop to successfully complete this simulation. Playing that discovery close to the chest, Detroit kept her expression a stoic neutral. “I would advise against that. I’m a biter.” 
 
    “You’ve got a mouth on you.” Sergeant Sweet-voice’s lip curled in contempt. If someone shaved a bear, this guy was what Detroit imagined it would look like. “But we know how to break little girls that speak out of turn.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the Galaxy!” Pantomiming relief, her shoulders sagged. “I was looking for a way to get rid of this last shred of personality I can’t seem to shake.” 
 
    Nose crinkled in disdain, Sweet-voice Bear-face arched back, preparing to smash her face with the butt of his gun. Or try to at least. “Disgusting, smartass parasite! Your kind are a contamination on this planet. One I would happily eradicate.” 
 
    “Stop!” The hood of the tank swung open, clanging against the body in a sharp clap of steel. A silver-fox with a camouflage coat and critical glare emerged. Something about him seemed familiar, though Detroit couldn’t quite place his face. “Did none of you morons notice her uniform is marked with the exclusive seal of the Apocalypse Five? Perhaps questions on where or how she acquired such a thing would be a better idea than—” The moment his boots settled into the dirt, he froze. Whatever their clear leader was about to say died on his lips. 
 
    “General Boston?” Sweet-voice pressed, holstering his weapon at his hip. 
 
    Realization shivered through Detroit, stealing the breath from her lungs. That was where she knew the stranger from. She had watched footage of him in the archives fighting alongside Washington. He was one of the original A-5. Historical account claimed he died during a mission. One of the first ever humanoid attacks, if she remembered correctly. If that was true, he was pretty damned spry for a dead guy. 
 
    Snapping ramrod straight, Boston clapped his fist to his heart in fitting salute. “Team Leader Detroit, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “This isn’t … she can’t be,” a soldier with a black tattoo of an inverted lightning bolt across one eye rasped, glancing from Boston to Detroit and back again. 
 
    Boston silenced him with one raised hand. 
 
    Suddenly feeling exposed and trapped, Detroit quickly calculated her pod to be roughly thirty paces away to where it was cloaked beneath a weeping willow. “I would love to answer that, just as soon as you tell me where here is.” 
 
    Sweet-voice blanched, his tone rising to a fanboy squeak. “This is the real Detroit?” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk.” Boston clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. He clasped his hands behind his back, pacing a path before her. “You’ve been trained better than that, Detroit. You know that’s not how hostage interrogation works.” 
 
    Tossing her head back, Detroit laughed harder and longer than the moment called for. Bent in half, she stomped her feet and guffawed at the ground. Composing herself an iota, she wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. “I’m sorry … I mean, you’re A-5 trained and have the intimidating hero reputation. But these guys? Do they even know how to handle a basic six-two-six? What if I launched into a nine-thirty-four right now? Can they pull off the four-twenty needed to counter it?” 
 
    Boston’s men looked from him to her, visibly shifting in unease at whatever fresh hell she was moments from unleashing. 
 
    “She’s toying with you,” Boston hissed. Golden embers of loathing flared in the pools of his chestnut glare. “Surround her. Now.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Detroit mused as they obeyed the command with hesitant steps. “Four-twenty was a nod to marijuana use. As enforcers of any kind you should really know that. I mean, where’s the fun in an apocalypse if people are too high to appreciate it?” 
 
    “Enough!” Boston’s face morphed from red to purple. Pulling a kinetic scout rifle from the holster at his hip, he stabbed it in her direction. “This whole matter is unprecedented. We need to get her back to the Fortress and establish our plan from there.” 
 
    Not one of his men moved, other than awkwardly shuffling their feet. 
 
    Sucking air through her teeth, Detroit cringed. “I think my celebrity status is weirding them out. This would be easier if they didn’t know I can crush a man’s skull with my thighs.” 
 
    Still rooted where they stood, Boston’s platoon awkwardly nodded their agreement. 
 
    While Boston fumed, Detroit took full advantage of the opportunity. “No, I get it. You’ve seen my missions …” Sensing she lost them for a beat there, she altered her rambling. “Or, at the very least, you know what these are.” 
 
    She tugged back her sleeves, revealing silver cuffs on both wrists. 
 
    The men, Boston included, searched each others’ faces for clues about her shimmering adornments. 
 
    Raising her wrists to shoulder height, she held the bracelets up to give them a better look. “These are thermal detonating echo bands. I click them together and I can cast an explosion out within thirty feet of my location. Want to see?” 
 
    “No! No-no!” Hands shooting out, the troops joined their voices in a terrified chorus as Detroit brought her wrists together. 
 
    She clicked them once. Twice. And again. Nothing. 
 
    “Huh. Performance anxiety is a real bitch. Maybe they’re slow starters?” Rubbing them together, Detroit gave them another click. “It’s a new product. They could need a little time to warm it up.” 
 
    Boston inched behind the added safety of his armored tank. 
 
    Sweet-voice Bear-face ventured a step closer. Leaning in, he inspected the shimmery accessories. “How do you know when they’re activated?” 
 
    “That is a great question, you angelic soprano!” Detroit chirped, rubbing her wrists together for all she was worth. “I know they’ve done their job when they get your dumbass to lean in that close.” One hand darting up, she grabbed him by the back of his collar and drove her knee into his face. The second he fell to the ground in a heap, the rest of the crew swarmed. 
 
    Bolt-tattoo grabbed her from behind in a bear hug. Throwing her head back, Detroit shattered his nose in a spray of blood that sent him reeling. Swinging wide, the back of her fist caught the next guy’s windpipe. He stumbled back, shook it off, and tried to come at her again. An upper cut, elbow strike combo laid him out fast enough for him to see stars swirling over his head. 
 
    Two coming at her at once, Detroit threw a roundhouse kick at the first that he messed up by catching her ankle. Grateful for the boost, she left her leg in his grasp and jack-knifed in his hold. The heel of her free leg clocked him in the temple. Folding under the strike, he freed her as he fell. 
 
    Unwilling to match her in any kind of hand-to-hand combat, the remaining soldier standing stood with a power shotgun at the ready. 
 
    “Psst, want a little tip?” Detroit whispered a beat before grabbing the muzzle of his gun and forcing it back hard enough to blacken his eye with the sight. “These things only work if you shoot them.” 
 
    As he rolled on the ground with the others, Detroit turned on Boston. He was the only one who didn’t shrivel under her glare. Instead, he lobbed it back with a potent glower all his own. “Cute trick with the bracelets. What are they? Hair ties?” 
 
    Detroit’s hands fell to her sides. “No. They are exactly what I said they are. I just left out the part about it taking a little more than that to detonate them.” She yanked off both bracelets, waded them into a ball, and pushed the green activate button tucked under one rim. Breaking into a sprint toward her pod, she threw them in Boston’s direction. Not waiting for the explosion, she used her comm to open the hatch. She slid across the roof on her hip, and fell inside as the first bracelet blew. Flames ignited the night in a fiery spray of ash. Punching in the keys, she wasted no time initiating the launch process. The pod sealed shut as the second cuff blew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Detroit, and congratulations on another successful mission.” Lansing’s emotionless tone welcomed Detroit back the moment her pod lid slid open in a cloud of steam from the simulated reentry. “Your vitals show you in perfect health and without injury. However, due to you removing your oxygen mask, regulation states that you must proceed to the decontamination showers.” 
 
    Mind caught in the gray area between fact and fiction, Detroit could manage no response. Unfastening her safety harness, she kicked her legs out of her pod and stumbled through the decontamination process. Not once did she notice Lansing’s probing stare following her every move, questioning her notable silence. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, when the door to the A5 loft hissed open, the team leader was no closer to a suitable explanation for what she had seen. Shuffling in, hair still wet from her shower, Detroit found the nearest chair and slumped down with one leg slung over the armrest. While they each had their private sleeping quarters, the team shared the two-story rec area. The sprawling downstairs had a dark walnut dining table surrounded by white leather upholstered chairs, a small kitchenette fully stocked with snacks and drinks, and a cozy sitting area furnished with cloud-soft couches and chairs. Upstairs, in the glass-railed loft, was their entertainment area. A wall-sized screen had been uploaded with the full archive of every movie, television show, and video game ever made. In what little off time they were allowed, they could sink into reclining seats and delve into the treasures that poured out of Hollywood before a deteriorating world ran that well dry. 
 
    Seated at the table, Houston glanced up from his meal of a steak, baked potato, and garnished spinach salad and talked around a mouthful. “How was your solo mission punishment?” 
 
    Detroit glanced his way to answer, only to find her attention diverted by the meal splayed out before him. The spinach and potatoes were grown in a greenhouse aboard the AT-1-NS. A greenhouse she had never seen. It was understood amongst those living on the space station that steak, or meat of any kind, was actually a protein-rich, plant-based substitute. Never before had she thought to question such details as the bit of blood pooling on his plate from the hunk of what was supposedly simulation tenderloin. If the meat was real, what possible reason would justify lying about it? Unless … it had been ransacked from someone else’s supply, while they were left to starve. 
 
    “Dee?” Houston’s hitched one eyebrow, following her intense stare to his plate. “Mission leave you starved? I can type in your order to the Waiter-bot.” 
 
    “No.” Pulling her knees to her chest, Detroit wrapped her arms around them and hugged them to her. In the sitting area, Reno strummed a soothing melody on his guitar. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Ah.” Houston nodded in recognition of a plight he had suffered many times himself. “It was one of those.” 
 
    “One of what?” The door to his private, earth-tone oasis sliding shut behind him, Auggie swaggered in clad in steel blue silk pajamas. The slight slur of his words hinted he chose to ignore the advice of the doctors in med-bay. It had been their strict suggestion that he not mix the antibiotics, meant to fight off infection from his internal burns, with alcohol of any kind. 
 
    “The kind of mission that kills your appetite for days to come,” Houston said, slapping Auggie’s hand away as he tried to steal a bite off his plate. 
 
    “As if a strapping lad like you has ever missed a meal,” Auggie snorted, flopping down in the chair at the head of the table. 
 
    Shifting in her seat, Detroit straightened her spine, battling against the sudden irrational need to have her entire team surrounding her. “Where’s Juneau?” 
 
    Reno stopped playing and steadied the cords with his palm. With a jerk of his chin, he gestured toward the loft. “She got another old movie from the archives.” 
 
    “What’s this one?” Auggie plucked a flask from the breast pocket of his pajama shirt, and tossed back a swig. 
 
    “Something about a sinking ship and a couple getting sweaty in the back of a car instead of getting to a life boat.” Signaling he had reached his conversational quota, Reno resumed strumming. 
 
    At the mention of her name, Juneau’s tear-streaked face appeared over the balcony. “She couldn’t make room for him on the door? What kind of crap is that? If that’s the mentality of people of Earth, I’m not sure I want to save them.” As she stomped down the spiral staircase, Juneau wiped her cheeks with her sleeve. “I need a distraction from that sob-fest. Dee, let’s hear every butt-kickin’ detail of your mission. And, please, make it gory and bloody, because I’m feeling all of the feelings right now.” 
 
    Combing her fingers through her damp hair, Detroit hunted for the right words. “It was … unlike anything I have ever seen before.” 
 
    “Oh?” Auggie perked. “Like that cannibal simulation? We thought they wanted to worship us like gods. But, after about a mile sprint, we figured out they wanted to eat us.” 
 
    “You were the only one that thought they wanted to worship us, dumbass.” Finished with his meal, Houston pushed his plate aside. “The rest of us were trying to drag you to safety and were moments from giving up on you.” 
 
    A moment of clarity sharpened Auggie’s features. “Really? Huh.” 
 
    Even their banter couldn’t shake Detroit from her funk. “No, this was so … real. I mean, I know they all are. Still, something was different this time. My communications system went out after launch. When I landed there was no feedback buzz from the simulators. It was just silent.” 
 
    Had Detroit looked Houston’s way, she would have seen him bristle. Pupils dilating to black pools of fear, his jaw clenched tight. 
 
    Oblivious to his reaction, the team leader pressed on. “And there were people there. Not mutations or blips on the mockup, but real people.” 
 
    Sucking in a shocked gasp, Juneau’s crystal blue eyes bugged. 
 
    Detroit dropped her feet to the floor, and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “We’re supposed to be training to stop any apocalyptic situations. What I saw? It looked like it had already happened. People were starving and living in makeshift shanties in the trees.” 
 
    Hugging his guitar to his chest, Reno flicked ginger curls from his eyes. “What was the objective of the mission?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” Detroit’s shoulders rose and fell. “At the end, I hauled ass without looking back. Yet, somehow that still registered as a successful mission. It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Why did you run?” her team chorused, Houston’s inquiry rumbling with a protective growl. 
 
    Her hands were trembling, so Detroit laced her fingers together to steady them. “The people living there were forced to give up everything, including their newborn babies, to a group known as the Fortress, who claimed to represent us. Weirdest part? They were headed up by former A-5er, Boston. Remember him? According to the archives he died during a simulation. So, why would they implant him into this mission? Doesn’t that kill the realism?” 
 
    Leaning her hip against the edge of the table, Juneau’s chewed on her lower lip. “Chancellor Washington just adopted a baby. He couldn’t have … he didn’t steal it, did he? That’s just not possible. Everyone on At-1-NS looks up to him.” 
 
    “We have to go talk to the chancellor. Now.” Chest-puffed, Houston pushed his chair back and rose to full, towering height. 
 
    Detroit let her hands fall behind her knees and peered up at him from under her brow. “That’s insane. It was a mission that got to me. That’s all! He’ll laugh us out of his office.” 
 
    “What if it’s not?” Houston wet his lips, wrestling with a vicious secret he had kept hidden for years. Baring its fangs, it clawed for the surface, refusing to be hidden a moment longer. “The night when I lost my first crew, the simulator buzz faltered for a minute.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “The humanoids were swarming my pod as I tried to launch,” he continued, rapidly blinking at the memory. “A beat before the lid clicked shut, I heard that same haunting stillness. In that same moment, the humanoids morphed before my eyes. By the time my engines fired, they were … human. I could do nothing but sit in that impregnable egg and watched as their flesh blistered and bubbled. Anguished screams tore from their throats. If what you saw was real, that could mean those were real people subjected to a torturous death, because of me.” 
 
    The only sound to be heard in the room was the soft hum of the air ventilation system. 
 
    Filling her lungs, Detroit pushed off her knees. With a determined stride, she stalked to the door. The moment it shushed open, she glanced back at her team. “We rally to a cause every day because a computer tells us to. Now, we have real questions. I can’t think of a better reason to take a stand, can you?” 
 
    Leaving that question floating in the space between them, Detroit turned on her heel and stalked toward the truth. The door didn’t have time to shudder on its track before the rest of her squad fell into step behind her. Whatever lay ahead, they would face … together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Outside of the chancellor’s quarters, a uniformed soldier stood guard. Chest puffed with purpose, he acknowledged the team with a dip of his chin. “It’s a pleasure to see the infamous A-5. Unfortunately, Chancellor Washington is occupied at the moment. Is this a matter that can wait?” 
 
    Elbowing her way to the front of the pack, Juneau stabbed her hands on her hips and glared up at him. “In the eighteen months we’ve been a team, have we ever visited the chancellor before?” 
 
    The guard dragged a hand over his beard, rolling his shoulders to shake off Juneau’s tone. “I was only assigned to this position three months ago. It’s not my place to know what happened here before that.” 
 
    Head tilted to the side, Juneau’s mane of curls framed her precocious face. “Let me spoil the end of this mystery for you. We’ve never been here before. Which can only mean things are dire. Now, would you like to continue to discuss this, or save millions of lives across the galaxy by letting us in?” 
 
    Clearing his throat, the guard typed his secure code into the keypad and stepped back as the door hissed open. When Detroit strode past him into the room, his hand darted out to catch her arm. “Is the galaxy really at stake?” 
 
    “Every damned day,” the team leader mumbled, clapping a hand on the guard’s shoulder. 
 
    Decorated in a lush, neutral pallet, the chancellor’s suite was the epitome of elegance. Its grandeur made the A-5 wing seem drab by comparison. 
 
    Head falling back, Auggie whistled through his teeth. “Is that an infinity pool on the second floor?” 
 
    “It is indeed.” Chancellor Washington’s commanding boom snapped their attention to the mahogany desk at the far end of the room. Seated in a wingback chair, Washington sat perfectly still while a Handler android shaved his face and neck with a straight blade. “To what do I owe the honor of an A-5 visit, and in your pajamas no less?” 
 
    The others peered Detroit’s way, granting her the floor. 
 
    Wetting her arid lips, she hunted for where to begin. “I … uh … had an issue on a simulation today.” 
 
    One eyebrow twitched with a flicker of interest. Gently, the chancellor pushed the Handler’s blade aside. “Let’s stop there today. I was thinking of trying out a mustache anyway.” 
 
    After collecting her supplies and tucking them away in the storage of her hollow chest cavity, the android left the room in a mechanical purr of her hydrolytic joints. 
 
    Washington wiped the thick foam of shaving cream off his chin, waiting for the door to hiss shut before resuming the conversation. “It must be of great importance to require the lot of you to march here in such a show of solidarity. What seems to be the issue?” 
 
    Sinking into the chair opposite him, Detroit poured out every detail. From her failed communication system, to the mysterious resurrection of Boston, she left out no detail. As she spoke, Chancellor Washington rose from his seat. Crossing to his wall of windows, he clasped his hands behind his back and stared out at the rising moon breaking the horizon. 
 
    Each member of the team endured their second telling of the ordeal in different ways. Augusta’s fingers thumped against the flask hidden in his pocket. Reno lingered by the door. Houston stood behind Detroit’s chair, one hand protectively resting on the back of it. Juneau studied Houston’s chivalrous display, wishing her emotionally stunted team leader would take a chance on love. 
 
    When Detroit’s story dwindled to its confusing conclusion, a blanket of silence fell over the room. After a beat, Washington filled his lungs and turned to face them. “Have you spoken to anyone else about this?” 
 
    Chewing on her lower lip, Detroit shook her head. “No, we talked about it and came straight here.” 
 
    Washington’s chair squeaked as he sat back down and folded his hands on his desk. “Very good. By chance, do you remember which designer created the simulation?” 
 
    “Uh …” Leaning forward, elbows on her knees, Detroit cast her gaze to the slate floor and mentally ticked through the codes that ran down the screen before launch. “Designer DB3245. I always remember that one because it’s inverted numerically.” 
 
    Washington pressed a button on his desk, and a hologram of his assistant’s pinched face appeared. “Gail, send Designer DB3245 to my quarters immediately.” Washington ended the transmission before she could respond in any way. “As to the how or why this happened, I can only say that mistakes were clearly made. They are unfortunate and bothersome, but unavoidable in life. The best we can hope for is to learn from this, make changes, and adapt.” 
 
    Rubbing her palms on the front of her thighs, Detroit stretched out her hunched back. “Absolutely! No harm was done. It was a confusing situation, but it’s not unheard of for a creative type to go off on a tangent for their own amusement. Maybe they saw something in that premise that I missed.” 
 
    “Even so,” Washington countered with a compassionate smile, “you’re the most talented, and capable A-5 team Earth has ever seen. The misuse of your skills is nothing short of a travesty. We must get to the bottom of this issue and eradicate it to ensure nothing like this ever happens again.” 
 
    “Sounds so dire,” Auggie snorted, crossing one ankle over the opposite knee. “Maybe just send out a memo not to confuse the people with guns trying to keep everyone safe?” 
 
    “If only it were that easy,” Washington mumbled as the door shushed open once more. 
 
    “Chancellor, Designer DB3245 as you requested,” Gail announced, then respectfully backed from the room. 
 
    The designer was a nondescript girl, mousy and frail. Folding her arms over her mid-section, she ran her hands up and down her scrawny biceps, fighting off nerves more than a chill. 
 
    “You called for me, Chancellor?” she asked, blushing under the scrutiny of the gathered elite. 
 
    Posture strong and commanding, Washington’s face was white-washed of any trace of emotion. “Yes, thank you for being prompt. Tell me, is your designer ID DB3245?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She nodded, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “That depends.” Eyes narrowed, accusation stabbed from Washington’s glare. “Did you have a specific agenda in mind for today’s simulation?” 
 
    “Today’s?” The designer frowned. “I had today off, sir. I designed no mission.” 
 
    “But you are Designer DB3245?” he clarified. 
 
    “Since my hiring day,” she confirmed. 
 
    Washington’s nostrils flared, the point of his tongue flicking out to wet his lower lip. “If that’s true, then there has been a breech in security and things are far worse than I imagined.” 
 
    “What should we do?” As Detroit posed the question, Washington reached into the top drawer of his desk. 
 
    The gun appeared before any of them could comprehend what was happening. One deafening shot rang out. A lone bullet struck the designer’s forehead, crumbling her body to the ground. 
 
    While the A-5 team jumped to their feet and assumed a tight formation, the chancellor whistled to himself and wiped his prints from the gun. “Things are about to get hairy,” he mused, and tossed the pistol in Houston’s direction. “You may need that.” 
 
    Reflex prompted Houston to catch it, a second before the consequences could catch up. 
 
    Slack-jawed and utterly flabbergasted, the team blinked in horror as Washington tapped his call button a second time. “Code red! The Apocalypse Five have gunned down a designer and are headed to the launch bay! Do not let them leave this starship! Take them down! Shoot to kill!” 
 
    Ending the transmission, he peered up at his chosen five with passive indifference. “You just became the most hunted individuals in the galaxy. I suggest you run.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Out the door! Go!” Houston shouted, tucking the pistol into the waistband of his sweatpants. As the others sprinted from Washington’s quarters, he hung back a beat to glare hateful daggers at the chancellor. “I’ll be seeing you again … soon.” 
 
    Leaving that threat dangling in the air between them, Houston followed his team out. 
 
    “Halt!” The guard in the hall positioned himself in their path, choosing to hold up both hands to halt them instead of drawing his weapon. 
 
    Swinging into a swivel kick, Detroit’s heel caught him in the temple, folding him the floor. Alarm sirens screamed through corridor. Flashing red lights strobed in ominous warning. With the resonating thunder of an incoming pursuit closing in, the footfalls of the A-5 hammered down the hall in the direction of the docking bay. 
 
    “There they are!” A squadron of guards stormed after them, unleashing a flurry of laser blasts. 
 
    Dodging and weaving to prevent the shooters from getting a lock on him, Auggie shielded his head with his arms. “There are space buses in the docking bay that are used for scenic Earth tours! It won’t be fast, but we’ll all fit.” 
 
    “No!” Pulling his gun, Houston stretched his arm out behind him and fired off a couple rounds. “Head to the simulation labs.” 
 
    As laser blast glanced off her deltoid, and Detroit sucked air through her teeth, slapping a hand over the wound. “Why would we go there? None of that is real! It’s an elaborate virtual reality game!” 
 
    Houston landed a shot in the shoulder of a guard, throwing him back. “Whatever you saw was real enough to cause this. What if that really was Earth? What if we’ve been traveling there every time and didn’t know it?” 
 
    “If that’s true—” Reno began. 
 
    “The pods really fly!” Juneau finished for him. 
 
    Striding through motion activated sliding doors, Detroit jerked her head in the direction of the sensor. “Shoot it out, Houston! Make them pry it open!” 
 
    In a blink he lined up the shot and exploded the device in a spray of shattered glass and metal. Even with the sliding doors clapped firmly shut behind them, the team didn’t slow. 
 
    “We know how to manually override the pod’s auto-pilot systems.” Arms pumping, Houston matched Detroit’s stride. “If I’m right, we stand a better chance of escape in those. We wouldn’t get that blimp of a bus powered up before they’d be on us.” 
 
    “And if you’re wrong?” Detroit lobbed back. “ 
 
    In spite of the calamitous situation they found themselves in, Houston managed a shrug. “If I’m wrong, we’ll be ejected from the space station where our bodies will freeze and implode.” 
 
    “That’s not comforting!” 
 
    “Fork in the road, Captain.” Auggie’s chest rose and fell more from apprehension than physical exertion. “Launch pad to the left. Labs to the right. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    “Orion’s Belt!” Squeezing her eyes shut, Detroit said a silent prayer she wasn’t about to kill them all and veered to the right. “Grab a flight suit. Juneau and Reno, we will cram into my pod. Houston, you’re with Auggie.” 
 
    Minds on the mission, their strides became timed and measured, falling into a unified pace. Behind them shouts rang out, signaling the guards had broken through the blocked door. 
 
    Short on time, the team snatched their suits off the hooks and forced them on over their pajamas. 
 
    “We should go radio silent, so they can’t track us,” Reno suggested, zipping up his uniform. 
 
    “Agreed, only initiate systems required for flight.” Hopping on one shoed foot, Detroit tugged on her other boot. 
 
    Before veering into opposite bays, Houston caught Detroit’s hand and held her back for a beat. “We will find each other.” 
 
    “Damn right we will,” she seconded, giving his hand a comforting squeeze. 
 
    Inside of Detroit’s launch simulator, Juneau’s hands hovered over the keyboard usually manned by Lansing. “What’s your code? I’ll initiate manual override.” 
 
    “Muscle memory will move faster than my brain right now,” Detroit muttered through tightly clenched teeth, edging around Juneau to enter it herself. 
 
    The pod lid hissed open. Their chariot to salvation … or death. 
 
    Any hesitation they were feeling was forced aside by gunfire on the other side of the hangar door. 
 
    “Get in!” Stationed beside the pod, Reno waved them over. 
 
    Detroit slid in first, hands working in a frenzy to click the buttons and flip the switches necessary to bypass systems check and prepare for immediate launch. Settling in beside her, Juneau prepared the oxygen reserves to accommodate extra passengers. The lid was closing on its track before Reno found a way to wedge himself in, forcing him to ride with  one hip on the edge of the bench seat. 
 
    The vibration of the engines kicking to life quaked through them. 
 
    “Brace for launch!” Detroit shouted over the roar. 
 
    Just as the G-force lurch slammed into them, a fiery explosion flooded the hangar. The scorch of its licking flames chased the pod from the belly of the starship. 
 
    “What was that?” Detroit swiveled in her seat, as if there was any way to glance behind her in the glorified egg. “Was that Houston and Auggie? We have to go back!” 
 
    Juneau laid a gentle hand on her team leader’s knee. “We can’t, Dee. You know that. We will find them on Earth … or we won’t. Either way, there’s nothing back there for us. Not anymore.” 
 
    Three sets of eyes stared out the small pod window, watching stars blur past as they hurdled toward Earth. Houston was right. This was no simulation. Yet that revelation led to a far more ominous question. What else had the chancellor lied about? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The pod slammed to the ground, kicking up a cloud of dirt. The second the lid retracted, Detroit sprang from the ship, bending her knees to steady her landing. Spinning in a circle, she searched the sky. “Do you see their ship? We need to spread out, in a triangular formation, and search for signs of them. It might be a crash site, so make sure to-” 
 
    “Step lightly over our burned and broken bones?” Auggie finished for her. Grabbing an exposed tree root, he heaved himself up over a shallow cliff crest. 
 
    Houston’s head appeared beside him, popping up over the rocky ledge. 
 
    Detroit jogged over and offered him a hand up. “We heard an explosion on the starship. Glad to see it wasn’t you.” 
 
    Covered in dust, Houston beamed her way with a toothy grin. Closing his hand around hers, he pulled against her to hoist him up. “Oh, it was us.” His eyes crinkled at the corners with a mischievous glee. “We may have strategically placed a few oxygen tanks in front of our rocket boosters before launch.” 
 
    Leaning in, Auggie shoulder bumped Houston in a brotherly solidarity. “And by may he means we most definitely did. They can’t launch into an immediate pursuit if they suddenly have to prevent the entire starship from falling from the sky.” 
 
    Only then, with relieved laughter playing across her lips, did Detroit realize she was still holding Houston’s hand. His skin was a warm and enticing distraction she hated to shake herself from. Still, with the situation being what it was, she begrudgingly released her grip and let her arm fall to her side. “The sun is going to set soon. We need to set up camp for tonight. Auggie, you’re on shelters. Juneau, I trust you have something tucked in your belt that can start a fire and/or level a mountain. Let’s start with a simple fire for now. The pods most likely have emergency rations. We should …” 
 
    Detroit trailed off, well aware that none of them were listening. The rest of the team had strayed to the edge of the cliff. Staring out at the desolate landscape, they took in their first true glimpse of the world they’d been sworn to protect. Moving on whispered steps, Detroit joined them. 
 
    There were no bustling towns. No overpopulated suburbs. The only sign that this land had ever been inhabited were the skeletal remains of a few high rises in the distance. 
 
    “Where are the people?” Juneau’s voice betrayed her by cracking. “There are supposed to be bustling towns. Families playing on playgrounds. Couples falling in love. All of them safe and secure in the knowledge that the A-5 are policing the universe to keep them safe.” Backing away from the vast nothingness, her head snapped side to side in panicked denial. “How can we save them from the end of the world if it’s already happened?” 
 
    Turning on the ball of his foot, Reno raised one hand—palm out—to halt her descent into existential crisis. “June-bug, I need you to breathe. Remember the A.S.K. method we came up with? If we are Alive, Safe, and Concealed we’re doing okay.” 
 
    Breath ragged, his sister flicked a wayward curl from her eyes. “A.S.K. isn’t a thing! Concealed starts with a C, and our entire lives are a lie!” 
 
    Reno pulled back as if she slapped him. “It does?” 
 
    The remaining team members nodded a reluctant confirmation. 
 
    Not to be deterred, he shook off the setback and tried another approach. “No one is saying this doesn’t suck. We’ve been spoon-fed a lie for years. But we’re alive and together. Whatever happens from here, we can take it on as a team.” 
 
    Houston bumped Detroit’s elbow with his and muttered out of the corner of his mouth, “He doesn’t talk often, but when he does it’s impressive.” 
 
    “What’s to take on?” Juneau’s attempt at a bitter laugh morphed into a choked sob. “We’re the champions of a dead planet.” 
 
    “Jun—” 
 
    Done listening, Juneau turned her back on her team. Hugging her arms to her chest, she shuffled to the rising crest of the red-rock cliff. With her shoulder blades pressed to its ragged face, she melted to the ground and wept. 
 
    “She’ll come around,” Detroit offered to her crestfallen brother, bumping his arm with the side of her fist. “She painted this world with rose-colored glasses, and her heart is broken. Just give her time.” 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By nightfall they were huddled in a makeshift structure, compliments of Augusta. Scavenging the hillside, he found abandoned pieces of sheet metal. Those became walls he propped against the crag, securing them with rocks and boulders he maneuvered into place. 
 
    Stares fixed on the orange flames snapping at the sapphire sky, they used their fingers to scoop ravioli out of the ration packs retrieved from the pods. 
 
    In some ways it felt like any other overnight mission. 
 
    Except for the fact that everything was different. 
 
    “We have to move on at first light,” Detroit rasped. Their only weapon—the pistol Washington tossed at Houston—warmed her hip, making her feel far more vulnerable than she cared to admit. “Once they patch the space station up, they will send a team after us. They’ll make sure the execution of the insurgent team is a huge spectacle.” 
 
    Augusta unzipped his jumpsuit far enough to retrieve the flask from his shirt pocket beneath. Hesitating, he drummed his fingers against its aluminum side and contemplated escaping into his usual state of blissful neutrality. However, feeling he needed to be in control of his faculties now more than ever, Auggie winged it off the rise of their elevated camp before he had a chance to reconsider. “Like we chose any of this. We have no idea what we’re in for here. What was real? What was made up? They may as well have blindfolded us and booted us out of the garbage hatch.” 
 
    Running her hands up and down her arms, Detroit fought off a chill that the cold was only partially to blame for. “The humanoids were a reoccurring theme. We should sleep in shifts to be safe.” 
 
    “Who do you think they will send after us?” Juneau asked the dancing flames. 
 
    “They could send rookies.” Leaning back against a boulder, Reno stretched his legs out in front of him. “Basically, all we have to defend ourselves with are rocks and sticks.” 
 
    “It won’t be newbies.” Houston tossed another log on the fire, sending a spray of ash flying. “They’ll want it to look like they’re giving us the chance to fall in line. I expect officers, with some sort of specialists that have studied our styles and strategies to evaluate our weaknesses.” 
 
    Feet flat on the ground, Auggie’s hands dangled from his knees. “Maybe they’ll send our hidden friend, turn things in our favor a little.” 
 
    “Our friend?” Detroit’s forehead creased. 
 
    “Whoever it was that sent you into the real-world simulation. No way was that an accident. Someone wanted us to know what was being hidden from us. Which means …” Auggie trailed off, letting the rest of them catch up. 
 
    “We have at least one ally on the AT-1-NS.” Houston dragged his hand over the rough stubble of his jawline. “But why now? After all this time, all of the corruption, what do you think prompted them to finally make their move?” 
 
    Seated beside Houston, Detroit found herself close enough to see a little freckle on the edge of his lower lip she’d never noticed before. “The people I saw were starving and forced to give away what little they had. Maybe they felt it was now or ever.” 
 
    As if feeling the warmth of her stare tracing over his mouth, Houston wet his lips. “If that’s true, we need to warn them of how we’ve all been played and manipulated before it’s too late.” 
 
    “What makes you think anyone will believe us?” Juneau didn’t wait for a response. Rolling onto her side, she curled one arm under her head and shut her eyes to their harsh new truth. 
 
    Detroit’s tone dropped to a soothing cadence. “It’s up to us to convince them. Our mission from the start has been to protect the people of this planet. That hasn’t changed. Even if those aboard the starship try to paint us as the villains.” 
 
    “I can take first shift,” Reno mumbled. Plucking a pebble from the ground, he tossed it into the fire. “I won’t be sleeping any time soon.” 
 
    “I’m with you, man,” Houston seconded. “The rest of you, try and get some shut eye. We need to be alert for whatever’s coming.” 
 
    Silence fell as they settled in; adjusting and rearranging themselves in hopes of finding something that resembled a comfortable position. When everyone had stilled, Reno’s beautiful tenor broke the hush with a melancholy lullaby. What was once their proud anthem, redefined by a team dejected and alone. 
 
    “Love, love me do. 
 
    You know I love you. 
 
    I’ll always be true. 
 
    So, please … love me do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Juneau took the next shift in the early morning hours. She figured she might as well, as sleep proved an impossible task. Feeding the fire with a few more sticks, Juneau’s stare scanned her sleeping teammates. 
 
    She heard how they mocked her for her love of old movies. What they didn’t understand was how those vintage reels had given her something to fight for. On the AT-1-NS, feelings were kept in check. Love was a bridled beast only the weak succumbed to. Detroit being a prime example. There, life was scheduled and routine. But in those movies, she saw freedom. She saw dancing. She saw fun. She saw … a world worth fighting for. The truth, of this demolished wasteland, ruined her techno-color fantasy. 
 
    That was why she didn’t wake the others when she heard nearing voices. Choosing instead to level her gun, she prepared to do whoever it was a favor by freeing them from this desolate hell. 
 
    “Leif, stop!” 
 
    A scene burst out beside their makeshift camp. Sprinting around the bend of the crag, a young couple curled in a protective huddle around a bundled newborn. The posse of ten who pursued them were armed to the teeth, except for the woman with a caramel complexion and proud bone structure who had shouted at the pair, “You risk not only the child’s life, but all of ours by not adhering to the rules of the Fortress. I know you care for the child, but do you love it enough to chance it? If it stays here it will become infected. You know that.” 
 
    Unable to tear her gaze from the drama unfolding, Juneau shoved her brother. “Reno. Wake the others.” 
 
    “Not it! She!” the young mother shouted, rocking side to side to soothe the fussing infant. “And I know no such thing. No one has seen this mysterious sickness they’ve warned us of, yet I’m supposed to give up my child over it? No! Absolutely not. Do what you must, I will never hand over my child.” 
 
    “Your feelings are understandable.” Planting her feet in a firm stance, the stoic leader of the charge clasped her hands behind her back. All among them wore muted earth tones. Their clothing was made for durability not fashion. “Maternal instincts whisper to your more primal urges that the child is safest with you. You have to accept that for the fallacy it is. If the contaminated air doesn’t claim her, starvation eventually will. Is that the future you want for the little life you claim to love?” 
 
    The team began to stir, each instinctively rising into a defensive pose. 
 
    “We will provide for this child until our dying breath.” The young father took a protective stance in front of his family. “Do you plan to make that today, Reverend Longwood?” 
 
    Swallowing hard, the reverend cast a sideways glance to the crew rallied behind her. “We make no threats against any of you, Leif,” she clarified, her tone one of perfect diplomatic neutrality. “However, you bring a large one down on us in this act against the Fortress. You’re jeopardizing the terms of the truce for a fool’s errand. Tell me, Remi, have you named her?” 
 
    “Yes!” The mother Juneau now knew as Remi took a brazen step forward. “Her name is Adalyn.” 
 
    ‘Who are they?’ Houston mouthed to Detroit, passing Juneau the remaining clip he had for their lone weapon. 
 
    Peeking around the sheet metal wall, Detroit’s almond-shaped eyes bulged. “That’s the couple I saw in my mission! They’re real! She must have just given birth.” 
 
    “Shh!” Juneau hissed. 
 
    “This doesn’t have to involve any of you.” Remi shifted Adalyn from one arm to the other. “Pin the whole thing on us. Tell them we escaped into the outer rim while you slept, after secretly giving birth. That will bring no harm to any of you, and you’ll never have to set eyes on us again. Please, just … give us a chance to run.” 
 
    Leif cocooned his family in his arms, his desperate stare beseeching compassion from the reverend. “The world is a big place outside of these camps. We’ve packed essentials to get us through until we find somewhere we to settle. Please, Mother. No matter what lies out there, it can’t be worse than the pain of handing our child over to strangers.” 
 
    With a gasp, Auggie slapped a hand over his mouth. “Oh! Plot twist!” 
 
    Dragging her tongue over her top teeth, the reverend’s gaze drifted skyward. “You know I can’t do that, Leif. It would be a death sentence to us all. This child … Adalyn,” forcing herself to utter the name, a crack appeared in her emotionless façade, “will die within forty-eight hours if you don’t hand her over for immunization. Spare yourselves that agony. Hand over the baby, and we will tend to this matter on your behalf.” 
 
    Eyes narrowed, Leif shook his head, causing strands of sand-colored hair to fall into his eyes. “What happened to you, Mother?” 
 
    “Luxuries like parentage have been replaced by the necessities of survival,” the reverend managed, her chin betraying her by quivering. 
 
    Positioning himself in front of Remi, Leif threw his arms out wide. “What are you going to do, Mom? Shoot me? Well, take aim. Because I will never give up my wife or child. What would you have done if I was born just four years later?” 
 
    Face reddening with frustration, the reverend pinched her lips in a thin white line. “The air wasn’t toxic then! The most we had to worry about was starvation, or humanoids making off with infants in the night. Leif, you know I love you. Had I been in your situation I don’t think I could make such a sacrifice.” 
 
    “Yet you expect me to?” he bellowed, hands curling into fists at his sides. 
 
    “I expect you to know you don’t have a choice!” she screamed back, easily matching his fury. 
 
    “Not going to lie,” Auggie whispered, his nose crinkling in disgust, “I’m pretty bummed to hear humanoids are real. Those things are the worst.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, the reverend’s shoulders sagged. “We have to protect the Air Walker camp, no matter the cost. Shooters,” she tossed the command over her shoulder, “take your aim.” 
 
    Leif extended one hand, pleading for mercy. “I beg you not to do this. We’re still family.” 
 
    “This is on you, son. All you have to do is hand over the child,” she responded, her mask of indifference fixed firmly in place once more. “Else wise, you forfeited your lives when you ran.” 
 
    “This is what we’ve been fighting to protect?” Juneau waved the gun in the direction of the stand-off, unable to hide the bitterness in her tone. “All we’ve done and sacrificed as been for these … killers?” 
 
    Detroit slid over in her low-crouch to place a comforting hand on her unraveling teammate’s shoulder. “No. Not them. The family out there, fighting to stay together? Those are the ones all of this has been for, whether any of us knew it or not.” 
 
    An eerie calm spread over Juneau’s features, erasing any traces of the turmoil plaguing her. “You’re absolutely right. Without us, they don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Without further explanation, she popped to her feet and inserted herself in the drama with a determined stride. 
 
    “I do not trust the look in her eye,” Reno mumbled. 
 
    “Me either. Let’s go.” Detroit’s hair tickled over the back of her neck as she jerked her head in gesture to the others. They fell into step behind Juneau, not quite matching her resolute gait. 
 
    “Stop! Who are you?” the reverend demanded. Her soldiers’ weapons immediately swiveled in the direction of the A-5. 
 
    Ignoring the threat of death, Juneau offered Remi a warm smile that didn’t quite stretch to her eyes. “My name is Juneau, and I’m here to help you. We can get you out of this, but I need you to trust me. Can you do that?” she asked, her voice chilled steel. 
 
    “Y-yes,” Remi stammered, casting a nervous glance to Leif. 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” No sooner did the words leave her lips than Juneau boot-stomped the back of Remi’s knee. 
 
    The instant the new mom folded to the ground, Juneau caught the baby. Nestling the squirming infant into the crook of her elbow, she pressed the barrel of her gun to the baby’s forehead. 
 
    “We,” Juneau’s crazed stare swept to her aghast team, “are the Apocalypse Five. I’m sure you’ve heard of us.” 
 
    A sharp, collective inhalation proved her right. 
 
    “Juneau, what the hell are you doing?” Reno demanded. 
 
    “Before anyone gets unnecessarily hurt,” Juneau continued, seemingly oblivious to the collective panic bubbling around her, “there are a few harsh truths you all need to know.” 
 
    “Orion’s Belt!” Houston cursed. 
 
    “Welp,” Auggie puffed his cheeks, and blew out an exasperated breath through pursed lips, “here we go.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t hurt my baby,” Remi sobbed, dragging herself across the ground with her bruised leg crumpled beneath her. 
 
    “Nobody is going to get hurt,” Juneau’s attempt to reassure the panicked mother was counteracted by her readjusting her grip on the Glock. “Because everyone is going to fix on their listening ears right quick.” 
 
    “Can you shoot her without hitting the baby?” the reverend muttered to her armed troops. 
 
    “Now, is that being a good listener?” Juneau pressed, scratching her own forehead with the barrel of the gun. 
 
    “June-bug, you’re acting a little nutzo. What’s the plan here?” Reno’s wild stare flicked from his sister to the team. 
 
    “The plan is to get the truth out!” Juneau barked, waving the gun in the baby’s direction. 
 
    “There has to be a better way than this.” Keeping her tone calm and soothing, Detroit risked a step closer. 
 
    “No! This will work!” Curls, frizzy with sweat, puffed around Juneau’s face. “I will give her back to her mother and father, as soon as they hear the truth.” 
 
    “What is she blathering about?” Nose twitching with barely contained loathing, the reverend’s glare lobbed to each member of the newly arrived team. 
 
    “I’m blathering,” Juneau spat the word like acid off her tongue, “about the fact that the air on this planet isn’t going to harm this baby, or anyone. The AT-1-NS has been feeding us all lies! We have to break this cycle. Together we can stand up to them and end their reign of corruption!” 
 
    The soldiers’ weapons drooped, not with conviction but confusion. 
 
    Planting her feet in a wide-legged stance, the intensity of the reverend’s stare stabbed judgmental daggers Juneau’s way. “I don’t know who you are, but I have no intention of listening to a lunatic that threatens a baby. Hand over the child, you worthless excuse for a human being, or we will open fire.” 
 
    Desperation clouding her eyes to murky puddles of confusion, Juneau turned to her team leader. 
 
    Detroit knew Juneau’s kind heart and held no doubts that she had been trying to do the right thing. Even so, she was a kid. They all were. And, as such, sometimes that meant their methods of execution were flawed. 
 
    Dropping her arms with a slap, Detroit shook off her defensive pose. “You’re threatening a child to save a child? You see the irony in that, right? Or, how about the fact that you want the baby, so you can give her away?” Closing the distance between herself and Juneau, Detroit pressed two fingers to the barrel of the Glock and gently lowered it. “You’re going to take the gun, give the baby to her mother, and work with Reno to get their family out of here. That’s an order, Juneau.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare move!” The reverend’s throaty voice echoed through the mountainous valley. 
 
    Clicking the safety on, Juneau used the gun as an extension of her hand to snap off a crisp salute. “Yes, Team Leader.” 
 
    After easing the baby into Remi’s trembling arms, Juneau helped her to her feet. Reno edged in behind her, his jaw tensed with growing unease. 
 
    A lift of her chin to Houston and Auggie was the only cue Detroit needed to give. The three team elders formed a shoulder to shoulder wall of resolve before the firing squad, giving the younger two a chance at escape. 
 
    One corner of the reverend’s mouth tugged back in a withering smirk. “You’re unarmed, against a militia with ten rifles.” 
 
    “Good.” Houston rolled his shoulder, his pecs dancing beneath his flight suit. “They’re going to need them.” 
 
    “Make no mistake, we will shoot!” The tendons of the reverend’s neck bulged in her fit of rage. 
 
    “By all means, you should.” Auggie stretched his neck in one direction then the other, limbering up for the tussle. “Otherwise, it won’t be a fair fight. That said, you’ve been holding out giving that order for a while now. You being a woman of faith, I’m betting calling out that order would be your absolute nightmare. The repercussions you would be left with would cause you to redefine who you are and what you believe in. That’s not an easy call to make. My guess? We can get your entire crew disarmed and contained while you’re still wrestling with that.” 
 
    “Don’t presume to know me.” The conviction of the reverend’s tone fell short as she watched her son disappear around the bend, led by Reno and Juneau. “Leif, think of your clan! Don’t do this!” 
 
    Detroit whistled through her teeth, and the three of them charged. Each of their fighting styles revealed itself in their method of attack. Auggie slammed a palm to the ground and whipped his right leg into a low kick. Sweeping the legs out from under the gunman on the end, he followed up with an elbow to the forearm to rid his target of his weapon. The gun fell from his grip, thudding to the earth in a small cloud of dust. The camo-clad soldier beside him swung his riffle at Auggie’s temple. Unfortunately for him, he miscalculated the distance between them and managed only a glancing blow to Auggie’s shoulder. Closing his fist around the barrel of the rifle, Auggie drove the butt back and shattered his target’s nose in a spray of crimson. Flipping the weapon over the back of his hand, Auggie settled it into an easy grip with the sight settled on the blond soldier next in line whose almond-shaped eyes flashed with challenge. 
 
    “Hands behind your head! Get on the ground, now,” Auggie bellowed. A gruff edge, exclusive in moments such as that, crept into his tone and sharpened his features with deadly intent. 
 
    Being slight in size, Detroit went for speed in her assault. Dodging to the left, she waited for the soldier with her ponytail tucked through the back of a dirty baseball cap and the buzz-cut fella beside her to trail her with her weapon. Then, faster than they could track, she shot to the right. Palm strike to the wrist of ponytail easily disarmed her. Catching the forearm of buzzcut, Detroit twisted his arm around and fired a round into the thigh of a third soldier rampaging straight for her. Stealing buzzcut’s shotgun, she ordered them to the ground. Three down, no waiting. 
 
    Houston’s tactic was straight on intimidation. Two wide strides and he grabbed the gun barrels pointed at him, shifting them up and away. Driving the heels down hard and fast, he forced the air from the lungs of the would-be marksmen. He swiveled the rifles skyward, emptying the chambers on to the ground. 
 
    A flurry of a few frantic seconds and the reverend was peering down at her rallied troops groaning and writhing in the dirt. 
 
    “It didn’t have to be this way.” Gathering the fallen weapons, Detroit slung those with straps over her shoulders. The rest she tucked into any available space on her utility belt she could find. 
 
    Chin quivering, the reverend’s cool façade crumbled in a wash of unchecked tears. “You have no idea what you’ve done. You think you’re heroes because you saved one life for a matter of a few hours? Wait until you’ve had to stand by, powerless while hundreds starve. But you will learn. Of that, I have no doubt. I just wonder how many among you will die on your path to the cruel clarity.” 
 
    “Or,” Auggie patted at his pockets in search of his flask, only to be slapped with the disappointing reminder he tossed it, “you could realize the AT-1-NS has been playing you and using infants as currency. That’s going to be a bitch of a wake-up call.” 
 
    “Augusta, shut up,” Detroit snapped. Locking stares with the reverend, she held firm. “We are not here to be your enemies. The sooner you face the truth, the better it will be for us. We will need everyone to stand with us against those on the starship.” 
 
    Arms falling limp at her sides, the last of the fight drained from the reverend. “You naïve children. The Fortress will never allow uprising. They’d sooner watch us all burn.” 
 
    The trio exchanged matching looks of apprehension, all they didn’t know of this world dragging them down like a leaden anchor. 
 
    The reverend didn’t miss one moment of the exchange. Heading falling back, she huffed a humorless laugh to the heavens. “You don’t even know what the Fortress is! How can you even think about cutting off the head of the snake, when you don’t know which end is up?” 
 
    Punching two of the rifles into Houston’s gut for him to carry, Detroit signaled for them to move out. “We’ll figure it out. By the time we do, maybe you’ll see who the true enemy is.” 
 
    Leaving their opposers trampled and bleeding on the ground, the A-5ers shuffled down a narrow, rocky ledge to catch up with the rest of their team. Once their feet settled onto solid ground, a trilled bird call drew their attention to a row of towering pines seven paces to the west. There, the twins and the young family waited. 
 
    Taking a bold step forward, Leif searched their faces as if seeing them for the first time. “Is it true? Are you the Apocalypse Five?” 
 
    Something in the way he asked made Detroit stop short. On AT-1-NS the title they held equated to living arrangements, death defying simulations, and lives lived for the amusement of others. Here, it seemed to mean something far more real. 
 
    “We are,” she awkwardly managed. 
 
    Lunging forward, Leif seized her in a tight bear hug. “While I’m not a fan of your methods, I appreciate the hell out of the outcome.” 
 
    “Let her go, Leif,” Remi sniveled. Wearing her own grateful smile, she cradled her daughter tight to her chest. “As fortunate as we are to have run into them, you know she could snap your arm off and beat you with it.” 
 
    Pulling back, Leif held Detroit at arm’s distance. “Does this mean the actual apocalypse is at hand? Does it have something to do with the Fortress?” 
 
    Peering back over his shoulder, Houston anticipated the wrath sure to follow them down the gorge. “The only thing we know for sure, is that they won’t give up that easily. We need to find somewhere safe to hideout and regroup, and fast.” 
 
    Shrugging off Leif’s overzealous grasp, Detroit wiped her forehead with the back of her arm. “Do you two have any idea where we could go?” 
 
    Chewing on her lower lip, Remi’s brow puckered. “It’s a long shot.” 
 
    “It’s the only option we’ve got.” Leif’s head jerked toward the cluster of trees. “This way. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Back up on the crag, first aid was administered to those who needed it, simply to get them back on their feet. 
 
    Pacing behind her crew, the reverend ground her teeth to the point of pain. “We need to get back to camp and arm ourselves. Those kids could spread a plague of rebellion we would be blamed for. Unless we want to see our entire village leveled to ash, we need to find them … now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Can we please slow down for a bit?” Remi panted, cradling Adalyn against her chest as she forced her tired legs to trudge on. 
 
    Gnawing on her lower lip, Juneau hovered close behind the new mom. The doe-eyed teen longed to apologize but had no idea where to begin. 
 
    Detroit glanced over her shoulder, scanning the thick grove of evergreens for traces they were being followed. The Air Walkers would regroup and come after them. Of that, she held no doubt. What they needed now was distance. 
 
    “For a minute.” Detroit slowed her own pace in invitation for them to do the same. “Do you have water? You’re both covered in sweat and need to hydrate.” 
 
    Wiping his forehead on the back of his forearm, Leif shook his head. “No. Our camp’s water supply is stretched insanely thin. If we took any it would have been noticed right away. Or goal was to get to the caves before they caught up with us. There are underground fresh water springs there. If the Cave Dwellers were willing to let us rest and regroup there, we were going to barter with this.” Swinging the satchel strung around his shoulder in front of him, Leif flipped the leather lap back to reveal an assortment of apples, pears, and nuts. “One great thing about living in the trees; there’s always a fresh stash of produce growing off your house.” 
 
    “That’s not going to help much right now.” Juneau unclipped the camel pack attached to the belt of her flight suit, and tentatively handed Leif her own emergency water supply. 
 
    Accepting it with a grateful nod, Leif sucked down a greedy gulp, then passed it to Remi. 
 
    Gaze dragging over her team in a quick status update, Detroit noticed the shake of Auggie’s hands. Deep in the trenches of alcohol withdrawal, his complexion was slick with sweat. His lips were dusky and pale. Unhooking her own camel pack, she unscrewed the cap and passed it to him. While he had his own, Detroit doubted he would be able to open it by himself. 
 
    Taking advantage of their momentary break, Houston inventoried the weapons Detroit and Auggie had gathered from the Air Walkers. “Pretty damned impressive collection: ADS assault rifle, FN Five-seven, souped up ZiP pistol, and a Chiappa Rhino revolver. What is this one?” Brow creased, Houston slid the strap of a formidable looking device off Detroit’s arm. The second realization of what he was holding dawned, his eyes bulged with equal parts shock and excitement. “A XM27 grenade launcher? Where did they get this?” 
 
    Noticing Reno sliding down the trunk of a tree, eyes closed with a hum singing from his lips, Detroit called out, “We’re going to need to keep moving. Leif, you said you were headed to the caves. Are we close to them?” 
 
    Treating himself to one last pull from the camel pack, Leif handed it back to Juneau. “No, we’re heading the wrong direction. They were to the south of the cliff. Swinging around would be too dangerous now. We would have to skirt along the edges of the Air Walker camp.” 
 
    As he fumbled to screw the cap on Detroit’s water, Auggie jerked his head to the path before them. “What’s in this direction?” 
 
    “That’s … the Pacific Ocean,” Remi hesitated before answering, shooting an uneasy glance in Leif’s direction. 
 
    Squaring her shoulders, Detroit tipped her head back to glare down her nose at the pair. “We just saved your lives. If you’re hiding something that could harm my team in any way, be warned I won’t take kindly to it. If there’s something up ahead we need to know about, spill it.” 
 
    Leif dragged the back of his hand over his forehead, pushing aside sun-bleached strands of hair stuck to his sweat-dampened brow. “Just off the shoreline is the Floaters’ camp. They pride themselves on maintaining complete neutrality in all of the politics and maneuvering of the other clans. Getting them to help us in any way will be next to impossible.” 
 
    Catching one wayward ringlet, Juneau twirled it around her index finger. “But if we could get on their good side, what kind of resources do they have?” 
 
    Remi removed the blanket Adalyn had been swaddled in, and tossed it across her torso to cover herself and the baby as she nursed. “Other than having an endless supply of fish from living on the water, their camp is by far the safest. We wouldn’t have to worry about any sneak attacks. Plus, they’ve mastered some sort of power source that allows them to make salt water drinkable.” 
 
    Inventory complete, Houston passed a few of the guns back to Detroit. The brush of their hands acted as a fleeting comfort to both. “Then, that should be our play,” he voted, in his gravelly timbre few would oppose. 
 
    “Members of our camp have gone to them before, hoping they could at least show us how to purify the water. They were all turned away.” Leif’s expression sank into a doubtful frown. “What makes you think they’re going to help now?” 
 
    Pushing off the tree, with the melody of his team’s song still fresh on his lips, Reno rose to his feet. “Because,” he pointed out, “they’ve never been asked by the Apocalypse Five.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they trudged through the forest at a steady clip, the sounds of the sea grew louder by the minute. Edging down a shallow dune, slippery with loose sand and pebbles, the team noticed a harsh change in landscape on the other side. Barren of trees or foliage of any kind, only charred black stalks jutted from the ground like grave markers of what had been. Each step crunched beneath their boots, kicking up clouds of dusty ash. 
 
    “What happened here?” Detroit turned in a slow circle to inspect the destruction. 
 
    Sadness seeping into his tone, Leif took Adalyn from Remi to give her arms a break. “It started as a controlled burn. The Air Walker clan needed lumber for repairs on our camp. Unfortunately, implements to cut down trees are few and far between these days, thanks to scavengers looting tools then bartering them in outlandish deals. The plan was to coat the rope in flammable fuels, then tie it around the tree trunks. Once it burned through, we would haul them back to camp.” 
 
    “Fire got out of control? Finicky element.” Stomach roiling, Auggie dry-heaved. His face crumpled, and swallowed down the bile that scorched up the back of his throat. 
 
    Pulling her thick mane of braids off her neck, Remi tied them up with an elastic band on her wrist. “Not at all. Things were going according to plan, until the war-machines showed up.” 
 
    “War-machines?” Juneau ventured, keeping her stare respectfully averted from that of the woman she’d taken down with a boot to the knee less than an hour ago. 
 
    Any traces of resentment were noticeably absent from Remi’s features as she beamed at her cooing daughter nestled in Leif’s arms. “Humanoids. Ghastly looking beasts that are equal parts human and robot. We don’t know where they come from, or who is behind their creation, but their attacks cost lives and resources at every encounter.” 
 
    “We’ve faced them before.” Detroit picked up a scorched hunk of tree bark, crumbling it in her fist. “The team before us was almost completely wiped out by them.” 
 
    Shifting Adalyn from one arm to the other, Leif nodded in bitter acknowledgement of their mutual enemy. “We lost complete control when they appeared during the burn. Our camp hasn’t recovered from the destruction of that day. Honestly, I don’t know if it ever will.” 
 
    “Their camp,” Remi corrected. She edged up alongside Leif, and bent her head to kiss the top of Adalyn’s sweet head. “We can’t count ourselves among that clan anymore. Not after today.” 
 
    A serene look of peace stealing over his features, Leif peered down at his precious cargo. “If another twenty-four hours goes by with this precious girl alive and well, it will all be worthwhile.” 
 
    “And if she’s not?” Those notably somber words were the first Reno had added to the conversation. 
 
    “Then, we will know and no other parents will have to wonder or question.” Shoulders squared, Remi spoke with a wisdom well beyond her years as she represented the struggle of mothers from every clan. 
 
    Further conversation was thwarted by a ping echoing through the leveled plane. A bullet slammed into a scorched sapling, exploding it in a spray of ash. 
 
    “Incoming! We’ve got gunfire!” Grasping Leif’s upper arm, Houston forced him and the baby behind him. 
 
    Juneau mirrored his protective valor, putting herself between Remi and the shooter. 
 
    Grabbing the assault rifle flung around her shoulder in one hand, and an FN pistol in the other, Detroit squeezed off a few warning shots at their hidden attackers. “I’ll cover you. Get them out of here!” 
 
    Reno spun around as Houston ushered Leif to safety, snatching the ZiP pistol and Rhino revolver from his belt. “Got your back, Dee.” 
 
    “That is always appreciated.” Squinting into the tree line, Detroit searched for a hint of movement. “Although, I will miss Houston’s sharp-shooting skills. Should have thought of that before I sent him away.” 
 
    “Maybe this will ease your mind.” Auggie filled his lungs to capacity, and swung the formidable weapon strapped to his back into his waiting grip. 
 
    Detroit hitched one brow, granting him little more than a sideways glance. “You look like death and are holding a grenade launcher. What part of that wouldn’t make me feel better?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Side note, I want to marry this gun.” Pressing it to his shoulder, Auggie scanned the landscape through the scope. “Two clicks, three o’clock. I’ve got a visual.” 
 
    Arms outstretched, Detroit held both of her guns at shoulder height. “If you can fire that thing without falling over, clear ’em a path, Auggie.” 
 
    “You dare doubt me?” Auggie braced himself with a wide-legged stance, lined up the shot … and fired. 
 
    The hidden gunmen dove for cover just as the spot they had been hunkering in detonated in a thunder cloud of pine needles and tree shrapnel. Before the smoke could clear, they opened fire. Diving for cover behind tree stumps and boulders, the trio gave as good as they got. Empty casings littered the earth, allowing Houston and the others to make their escape. 
 
    While Detroit took a beat to reload, she craned her neck to see around the rock shielding her. Their opposers were backing farther into the forest, unaccustomed to the perils of battle. That left only one option to bring a quick end to this skirmish. Rising on one knee, Detroit shouted, “They’re feeling overwhelmed, boys. Unleash hell!” 
 
    The A-5 pressed back hard. Rising up from behind their safeguards like gods of war, they let loose a nonstop barrage of bullets. 
 
    When the return fire ceased, Detroit pulled up short and waved Auggie and Reno in the direction their friends disappeared. “Toward the water. Go, now!” 
 
    She kept both guns out in front of her, owning her role as the team leader, and let the other two get a head start before joining them. Spinning on her heel, Detroit was moments from disappearing into the brush when one lone shot sliced through the hush. 
 
    A pained yelp rang out, and one among them fell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “Up here, keep moving!” Houston practically dragged Leif alongside him, the baby now cradled in the bend of his arm. Maneuvering down a steep footpath sliced between two tall dunes, he fought to keep his footing on the powder white sand. While he had yet to break a sweat, Leif’s face was starburst red. Breath coming in ragged pants, he managed an awkward shuffle as the seasoned warrior dragged him along. 
 
    Juneau crested the rise of the sandbank behind them, a stunned Remi flung over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    “She was slowing me down.” Fighting to steady her breathing, Juneau lowered Remi’s feet the ground. “It was just easier this way.” 
 
    “You took the harder route, and risked exhausting yourself. You know better than that,” Houston snapped. Parting the blanket, he checked up on Adalyn who blew happy little spit bubbles in response. “This one wasn’t bothered by the run at all.” 
 
    Arms outstretched, Remi skidded down the ridge to collect her child. “It was the movement. It puts babies at ease, reminds them of being in the womb.” 
 
    Hands on his knees, Leif stifled a dry-heave. “Not me … huuuuh … I may die. For real. I can taste my lungs. That can’t be good.” 
 
    “Complain all you want, we’re here.” Juneau sighed in breathless wonder. Skirting around Houston, she ducked under a low-hanging branch jutting from the left hill. The skyline opened up before her, welcoming them to the lapping shoreline. The cerulean sky was sponged with fluffy white clouds. Other than a few lazy ripples, the water was peaceful and still. “I’ve only seen the sea in pictures or footage from the archives.” 
 
    Houston gently bumped her elbow with his. “And now that you have?” 
 
    Cheeks filling with a merry blush, Juneau’s eyes crinkled as she grinned. “It smells like … happiness.” 
 
    Inhaling a lungful of air, the hint of a smile tugged at the corners of Houston’s lips. “I’ll be damned. Yes, it does.” 
 
    Roughly three hundred clicks from where they stood, two cruise ships ravaged by time and weather were ported. The beastly vessels were rusted, their engines long since dead. Still, they were upright and afloat. 
 
    “Are you lost?” a voice, sweet as a songbird, chirped. 
 
    Turning, they found a young woman who could have passed for anywhere from sixteen to twenty-five. White-blonde hair piled on top of her head in a messy bun, she dragged a canoe toward the water. 
 
    “You could say that. Are you a Floater?” Remi called, shielding her eyes from the late day sun. 
 
    Momentarily pausing in her task, the blonde straightened her spine and hitched one brow. “If I was what you refer to as a Floater, I wouldn’t adhere to clan titles bestowed by Landers. I would find labels insignificant in a time when we’re all struggling to survive.” 
 
    Flares of golden challenge swirling in the depths of his mahogany stare, Houston tilted his head. “You say you would find labels insignificant, yet used the term Landers in a derogatory fashion. That implies you classify yourself amongst those that disregard classification.” 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch,” the girl grumbled, her shoulders sinking. “This is why I hate talking to people. All right, let’s cut right to it, then. You came here looking for something; fish, water, man power. It’s always something. What is it this time?” 
 
    Tone a hypnotic rumble, Houston flicked a wavy strand of ebony hair from his tangle of lashes. “We seek only safe passage aboard your vessel.” 
 
    As she chewed on the inside of her cheek, she traveled the impressive length of him with a wandering stare. “Why would I do that? Under no circumstance do we let outsiders aboard. The archaic thinking of divided clans is not welcomed among us.” 
 
    “Nor should it be.” Clasping his hands in front of him, Houston acknowledged her objection with a diplomatic dip of his chin. “We are members of the Apocalypse Five. Our goal is to protect all life without distinction or discrimination. We ask for your help in that now. We have a newborn with us, only twenty-four hours old. One more day, and she will be hope and truth for all that the Fortress has been manipulating everyone with false science and rumored legends.” 
 
    The blonde twisted the canoe’s rope around her fist, clucking her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Orion’s Belt. I have heard some impressive lies, but that gets points for originality.” 
 
    Pulling back the blanket shielding Adalyn’s face, Remi took a brave step forward. 
 
    “That’s … a baby!” the Floater gasped, stare shooting from face to face in search of a how or why. 
 
    “That it is.” Catching a whiff of the squirming bundle, Juneau pinched her nose shut and waved the smell away with her free hand. “Alive and well, and in desperate need to have her bottom changed.” 
 
    Remi ignored Juneau’s comment, her eyes pleading for compassion. “Please, can you help us keep her safe?” 
 
    “How have you made it this far without the Fortress coming for her?” The shadow of fear darkening her features, the Floater coaxed her canoe farther into the water. Waves licked against the ankles of her rubber boots, causing her boat to sway with the motion. “The second they learn of a birth they come for the baby and punish all those who dared to keep it from them. Allowing you to come aboard would bring blasting into our masthead.” 
 
    Juneau’s lips puckered. “Uh, those are cruise ships. They don’t have a mast.” 
 
    “You know what I mean! They’ll blow us out of the water.” Panic bubbling through her tone, the Floater turned to push out into the water. The moment she did, she gave them a glimpse of the puffy red scars poking out from the collar of her shirt. At a glance, they appeared poorly healed wounds from a lashing. 
 
    Houston splashed out to catch up before she could push off, the water sloshing up to his knees. Hands clasped to the edge of her vessel, he held it in place. “Unless there is an enraged army waiting to stop them. And there will be. That baby is closing in on a day old. She survives one more after that and every heartbroken parent forced to give up their children will realize they’ve been lied to. The wave of rage that will follow will need direction. That’s where we come in. One night. That’s all we ask. Then, we will have our proof and will leave in peace. Unless you make the choice to join our cause.” 
 
    “We have no way of knowing what becomes of the children that have been given up,” Remi said, voice cracking with emotion. “They could be forced into servitude, or … worse. Think of all the innocent lives you could be sparing simply by offering us sanctuary for one night.” 
 
    “No. We have no way of knowing.” With yesterday’s sorrow jading her tone, the Floater pulled her dinghy closer to shore. Jaw tensed, her gaze drifted to Adalyn. “And she’s healthy? So far, at least? She’s presenting no signs of ailments that could jeopardize my crew or fleet?” 
 
    Glowing with pride, Remi brushed the pad of her finger across the apple of her daughter’s cheek. “She’s perfectly healthy. If she wasn’t, I would never ask you to jeopardize your people like that.” 
 
    “Fine.” Side-stepping, the wiry blonde—acting as gatekeeper to the seaward vessels—waved mother and child into her boat. “One night. That’s it. My people won’t take part in a war we can’t hope to win.” 
 
    Remi took a step forward, only to be stopped by Houston’s raised arm blocking her way. “What’s your name?” he asked the Floater. 
 
    Her chin lifted to meet his penetrating stare. “Tatum.” 
 
    “Tatum,” his chest swelled with a deep inhale, “do you have the authority to back such a declaration amongst your people?” 
 
    A smile threatening, Tatum’s eyes narrowed. “Is it because I’m young or a woman that would make you ask such a question?” 
 
    Houston’s warrior front cracked long enough for a wry huff of laughter to slip through. “Neither. My team leader falls into both of those categories, and I hold no doubt she could hand me my own ass.” 
 
    “Hand-to-hand, or gunfire?” Juneau’s dynamic mane bobbed as she tilted her head in consideration. “Sparing for sure she could take you down. But you could always shoot her.” 
 
    Houston silenced her with a glare, then turned his attention back to Tatum. “I’m just looking for a little insurance we aren’t walking into an ambush and about to become anchors.” 
 
    Catching a strand of hair that broke free from her bun, Tatum tucked it behind her ear, her grin widening. “You have nothing to fear there. I’m the commodore of this fleet. I was the first to swim out to them, clear them, and make them into the livable camps they are now. If I say you aren’t to be touched, you won’t be.” 
 
    “Then, I thank you, Commodore Tatum, for your hospitality.” Houston took a step back, and dipped in a formal bow. His smoldering gaze, perfected for his legions of fans, never wavered from the dusting of freckles on the rise of her cheeks. 
 
    Jerking her head for them all to climb into the dingy, a peach blush crept up her neck to the tips of her ears. “Let’s hope I don’t end up regretting it.” 
 
    As if cued by the gods of irony, a flurry of snapping twigs and heavy footfalls pounded down the embankment. Sweat and grime streaming down his face, Augusta heaved Reno out onto the beach. Skin gray and waxy, one of Reno’s arms were draped around Auggie’s shoulders, the other he held tight to his chest. Blood covered his bent arm, the flayed tissue of his tricep hanging from bone. 
 
    “We need to go, now!” Tatum barked, running the rowboat into deeper water. 
 
    “No! That’s my brother!” As she tore the medpack from her hip, Juneau sprinted to Reno’s side. She shook loose a tourniquet, and tied it just below his shoulder, using her teeth to tighten it. Secure that she’d slowed the chances of him bleeding out, she put an arm around his waist and helped Auggie drag him toward the boat and escape. 
 
    “Who did that to him?” Complexion paling, Tatum’s bulging stare settled on the ruby droplets dripping from Reno’s arm. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. I can’t let you aboard like this. If whoever is chasing you is willing to do that, they’ll sink our ships just to get to you. I’m sorry, I can’t risk it.” 
 
    Any arguments to the contrary were cut off by a thunderous boom that shook the ground beneath their feet and leveled the walking path in a mushroom cloud of sand and falling branches. The dusty smoke cleared to a glimpse of Detroit striding down the beach toward them with the grenade launcher settled at her hip. Covered in soot and ash, her look could only be described as a goddess of chaos and war. 
 
    Splashing over, she planted herself directly in front of Tatum. “No one is following us now. Can we go?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The twin vessels, anchored side by side, had once been pillars of extravagance and luxury. Posh resorts that whisked travelers to exotic ports of call around the globe. Now, bobbing anchored in the current was as close as they came to seaward adventures. The exterior of both ships were diseased with rust, a slow killer that would eat them alive if not contained. But the products needed to hinder and reverse their effects were hard to come by and paled in comparison to the need for food and essentials for their inhabitants. The interiors had been stripped to their metal hauls. What had once been the elaborate atrium, with hand-carved railings marking the four floors soaring overhead, still maintained glass and contemporary décor built into its structure. All acted as reminders of a time of frivolous splendor. 
 
    Heavy footfalls echoing through the interior of the larger vessel, the A-5 let Tatum lead them farther into the bowels of the ship toward their medical bay. One floor up from sea level, hidden away in a narrow hall meant to deter wandering vacationers, they located a gurney to ease Reno down on. A bare bulb swung overhead, plugged into an extension cord duct taped to the ceiling. White cabinet doors hung slack on broken hinges, the shelves behind them tragically devoid of supplies. 
 
    “Who is this? What happened?” A black woman in a white lab coat layered over long johns and flannel darted to the side of her new patient, immediately checking his vitals. 
 
    “Believe it or not, Doc,” Tatum grabbed gauze and rubbing alcohol from one of the cabinets and passed it to the doctor, “this is a member of the Apocalypse Five. He got shot trying to save a baby from being offered up to the Fortress.” 
 
    Popping an old-school stethoscope into her ears, the doctor’s nimble fingers unzipped Reno’s flight suit and shoved the T-shirt underneath aside to press the cold steel to his chest. “Never had a celebrity on my table before,” she mused, brow furrowed at his weak heartbeat. “Does he know babies can’t survive longer than forty-eight hours on Earth?” 
 
    Setting her handful of supplies on the edge of the gurney, Tatum jerked her chin in the direction of Reno’s anxious crew hovering at the door. “The whole team seems convinced that it’s bullshit.” 
 
    Doc huffed a humorless snort of laughter. “I’ve been saying that all along. If the mother and father can both breathe the air, there is no medical explanation for their newborn suddenly being unable to. What kind of weapon was he shot with?” 
 
    Seeking comfort in the security of her warrior façade, Detroit muttered, “SIG P320C, clean shot. Exited the back of the muscle.” 
 
    Doc peeled open one of Reno’s eyelids, then the other, shining a penlight in his eyes to evaluate pupil dilation. “I actually was just wondering if a spray of BBs or shrapnel were going to be an issue, but thanks for the battlefield breakdown.” 
 
    After sloshing alcohol over his wounds, she began stitching him up. Minutes ticked by like hours with the doctor in blood up to her elbows. A half an hour later, she emerged from the medical bay drying her freshly washed hands on a towel. The other A-5ers were easy to find slouched outside of the door, waiting in silence. 
 
    “He’s going to be okay,” Doc stated, tossing the towel on the counter “He’ll have a nasty scar, and there will be a risk of partial or full paralysis due to nerve damage. Even so, that sure as hell beats dead. Antibiotics are in short supply, but I have enough for him to take for two weeks. One a day. Do not let him skip. That wound gets septic and we will have no choice but to amputate.” 
 
    The four scrambled to their feet, each expelling a relieved breath they hadn’t realized they had been holding. 
 
    “I’ll make sure he takes them first thing every morning. Even if I have to hold him down and shove them down his throat.” Blinking back tears, Juneau extended one hand. Hesitating, she retracted her offered hand and opted instead to grab the doctor in a tight bear hug. “Thank you for saving him.” 
 
    The doctor gave the exuberant teen an awkward pat on the back. “I didn’t realize teammates got that … close.” 
 
    Pulling back, Juneau wiped away a tear that had snuck from her lashes. “He’s my twin brother. But I would feel the exact same way if it was any of them. They’re my people.” 
 
    Augusta pushed off the wall to wrap a supportive arm around Juneau’s shoulders, and get a little help supporting his own weight. “Is he awake? Can we see him?” 
 
    The doctor opened her mouth to say … something, only to snap it shut again. Head tilted, she dragged her stare over Auggie. “You’re exhibiting flu-like symptoms. Do you need an I.V. drip to get your electrolytes in balance?” 
 
    “No, I think I’m past the worst of it.” Feeling the knowing glances of his team members burning into him, Auggie’s chin fell to his chest. 
 
    Doc crossed her arms over her chest, and shook her head. “Well, don’t feel you have to be brave. That’s one of the great things about being surrounded by compassionate commoners—we actually care. Let me be among the first to welcome you to our way of thinking.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stabilized yet still asleep, Reno’s gurney was moved downstairs on an elevator now operated with a pulley system. The private room he was given was once part of the crew quarters and was just a short walk down the hall from the furnace room the Floaters used as their gathering space. It being the warmest level of the ship, it met their needs far better than the formerly posh suites above ever could. Not wanting to cause a panic among her people, Tatum had ushered Adalyn’s family to their own quarters for the night. There they could rest, eat, and regroup without being crushed under unwanted attention. 
 
    The cold metal of the ship combined with the sea breeze caused an icy ache to rattle through their bones, making the humid warmth found in the belly of the ship a welcome relief. When they pushed open a swinging door, it opened into a cafeteria-sized great room filled with bodies, conversation, laughter, and food. 
 
    All of that came to an abrupt halt the instant they stepped inside. 
 
    Silence fell, judgment weighing heavy on the unwanted newcomers. 
 
    Pushing her way in front of the team, Tatum threw her arms out wide and addressed the room with a throaty boom. “Floaters, the Apocalypse Five walk among us! They are here on a mission to aid us all and seek refuge for the night. I have discussed the risks with them, reviewed the situation, and have offered them sanctuary. Any that act against them, acts against my orders. A crime punishable by dismissal from our camp. This is my decree.” 
 
    Detroit braced herself for the ripple of excited titters she’d come to expect aboard the AT-1-NS. Instead, their presence was easily dismissed, and the buzz of conversation resumed. 
 
    “Huh. That was new,” Auggie marveled, seemingly following Detroit’s same train of thought. 
 
    “Look at the way they live.” Houston’s nostrils flared with outrage. “In their minds we’ve already failed them a thousand times over.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Detroit’s narrowed gaze tracked a lanky guy in flannel rising to his feet to the right of them, “I think we have an indignant patron headed this way.” 
 
    As he approached with a cocky swagger, the raven-haired guy combed his fingers through his hair, revealing a web of scars around his neck much like Tatum’s. Planting himself directly in front of them, he spoke only to Tatum. “Trouble will come looking for them. You’re okay with it tearing our home apart to get at them?” 
 
    Tatum folded her arms over her chest, peering daggers his way. “Our home? You’re only here because I allow it, Nicoli. Don’t make me regret that decision.” To the A-5ers she added, “The food is hot, and plentiful. Please, help yourselves.” 
 
    Grabbing overturned buckets for seats, each team member accepted a woven plate from a gray-haired woman with a kind smile and wind-burned cheeks. 
 
    Nicoli’s penetrating gaze never left them. He pulled up a bucket of his own, and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. The sleeves of his shirt crept up enough to expose further scarring on his forearm. “So, which of you dumbasses blew up our primary trail off the beach?” 
 
    Hands balling into fists, Houston puffed with protective valor only to have Detroit pump the brakes by extending one arm to halt him. 
 
    Detroit pinched off a hunk of smoked tuna, popped it in her mouth, and talked around the bite. “That would be me.” 
 
    “Nicoli, in no way is that appropriate!” Tatum barked. Hovering behind them merely out of fear of what Nicoli would say or do, her face reddened with equal parts rage and embarrassment. 
 
    “It’s okay, really.” After setting her plate aside and wiping her hands off on the front of her pants, Detroit turned to face her accuser. Easy smile playing over her lips, she flipped her hair from her eyes. “After watching someone shoot a hole in my friend, I took the needed measures to get him to safety. Picked up a grenade launcher that is,” her gaze flicked down to his trousers for a fleeting glance, “undeniably bigger than any weapon you’ve ever handled, and initiated a strike that would make it impossible for them to follow us. That said, if they did, we would throw ourselves overboard in a second if it meant steering the fight away from all of you. Because, see, that’s our mission.” 
 
    “That’s your mission?” Unbridled hatred churned up storms of accusation in Nicoli’s eyes. “Well damn, it would have been swell if your mission called you here when a chemical infestation destroyed land crops and people starved. Or when random bombings claimed entire cities, sending the shrinking population scurrying into the woods in search of shelter. Hell, how about during any of the countless humanoid attacks? Any one of those situations, you could have made an appearance and put that fabled training to work to help us. But no. Those ‘everyday hurts’ weren’t big enough for you to descend from your palace in the clouds. Those were our fucking problems. Now you want to show up and play superhero? You go right ahead, princess. Just don’t expect me to salute. And know this, if any of my people are harmed because of you? You best watch your back for friendly fire.” 
 
    “Nicoli, that’s enough!” Tatum scolded. She turned to the team, her face full of bitter apology. “I’m sorry. He’s an ass.” 
 
    Slipping into a mask of neutrality, Detroit shook her head. “No, he’s right. We weren’t here for any of the hardships Earth as faced. He has every right to be pissed. I know I would be. That said, you should know it wasn’t our choice. We had no idea what was happening down here. They painted a picture of a world of rainbow and glitter that it was up to us to protect. It may not mean a damned thing to you, but you have my personal apology. I speak for my entire team when I say; if we knew the truth we would have been here.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Commodore?” an albino woman, with a stark-white rope braid hanging down her back, interrupted. “You’re needed in the armory. The final inventory of our current supply has been tallied.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” Tatum stated, hanging back long enough to level Nicoli with a glare. “You behave, or I’ll tie you to the hull and let seagulls feast on you.” 
 
    With a dismissive snort, he ignored her warning. The moment Tatum strode from the cavern, he swept over the famed team of warriors with a disparaging glance. “You say you would have been here, but what evidence do we have that you would ever want to leave that starship of yours? I stand by what I said. If—” 
 
    “Your people get hurt, I answer to you,” Detroit interrupted, picking her plate back up off the floor. “I got it, and respect that. If the roles were reversed I’d be saying the same thing. My team is the only family I have. At any moment, I’m prepared to die for any of them. By inviting us in, your camp has been added under my team umbrella, and I will fight for all of you with that same unrelenting passion.” 
 
    “As compelling as that visual is,” smoky blue eyes traveling the length of her, Nicoli’s full, pouty lips twisted into a smirk—while he had no intention of admitting it, he found himself warming to the brazen little badass, “we’ll see how much truth is actually behind it.” 
 
    “That’s enough of that.” The gray-haired woman swatted at Nicoli until he moved from his bucket seat. “These kids need to get their bellies full and can’t do that with you snipping at them. Now, I just pulled a fresh batch of fish out of the furnace, and I won’t see it go to waste. So, you git.” 
 
    “I know better than to argue with you,” Nicoli said with an audible smile, casting one last condemnatory glare over his shoulder before sauntering away. “I have no problem continuing this later.” 
 
    Tilting her chin, the gray-haired lady with leathery skin and a warm, contented face listened. Only then did the A-5ers notice her milky-white eyes and the cane protectively nestled at her hip. “Is he gone?” she asked, with a hint of mischief in her tone. 
 
    “He is,” Juneau giggled. 
 
    Big as it was, the furnace room was cramped with people, and smelled of smoked meat and ash. Still, the feeling of home was undeniable. Some people lounged on blankets on the floor, others warmed mugs of tea by the fire. While this ship was a far cry from the luxurious accommodations aboard the AT-1-NS, it surpassed it in heart ten times over. 
 
    “Thank goodness!” the woman exclaimed. Swatting at the air, she shook with laughter as she leaned heavily on her cane. “Well, let me introduce myself. Everyone calls me at Aunt Kat. And, as far as I’m concerned, we’re all family here. Whatever you need, you just ask.” 
 
    Returning to her own deliciously rustic meal, Detroit slurped flakes of tender meat from her fingers. “Nice to meet you, Aunt Kat. Could I ask you a quick question?” 
 
    “Of course, dear,” Aunt Kat’s eyes crinkled into a warm grin as she wiped soot from her brow. “Keep in mind, though, that if you’re a blusher you might not want to ask me about my personal life. I’m prone to exaggerate with a fisherman’s flourish.” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that.” Auggie chuckled, hesitating when he realized he had no clue where his team leader was going with this. “I hope.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes at Auggie’s interjection, Detroit finished off the last of her fish and rubbed her hands together to clean them off. “It absolutely is not. Far cry from it, actually. On the space station I underwent special training in mechanics and engineering. Thereby making it impossible for me not to notice that this is a modern, diesel-powered ship, but that is a wood burning stove piped out to the propellers.” 
 
    “That’s what was going through your head?” Juneau’s nose crinkled. “I suddenly understand you in a far more disappointing way.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Aunt Kat muttered, bumping Juneau’s ankle with her cane. “To answer your question, this ship once ran on diesel, but we have neither access to the necessary fuels, nor a need to make this vessel travel the seas. What we needed was simply for the propellers to move. To accomplish that we rigged an old wood burner to produce steam to drive them.” 
 
    Chewing on the inside of her cheek, Detroit’s stare wandered the route of the pipes overhead, and the bare bulbs lighting the room. “Clever thinking. You’ve found a way to turn them into a hydraulic generator to run power to the ship.” 
 
    “People far more innovative than I are to thank for that.” Opening the creaking face of the wood burner, Aunt Kat fed it fuel in the form of a demolished headboard. “We are sparing with the electricity but have harnessed the systems to pump water through the pipes, provide workable lights, and make the salt water drinkable. That last one being the most important, as of late.” 
 
    Accepting a cup of the treasured resource from a bald man with a bushy red beard, Juneau cradled it in both hands and took a sip. “What happened to the water supply? Was there a drought?” 
 
    Lips pursed, Aunt Kat stoked the fire with a metal rod. The temperature of the room warmed with her efforts. “Child, I wish I knew all of the details. Out here on the water, we only caught bits and pieces after the tidal wave it caused threatened to capsize us. As I heard it, there was some sort of fire in the forest at the base of the dam.” 
 
    “The one the Air Walkers started to cut down trees.” Houston’s stare twined with Detroit’s. Her chin dipped in a brief nod of probable agreement. 
 
    “If that was their plan, they definitely didn’t factor in the chances of a monster attack.” The furnace door screeched shut, snuffing out the golden glow it cast through the room. “Those vile humanoids didn’t go for the easy kill. No, they opted for misery and the threat of a slow death. It seems while those hardworking folks toiled away, those beastly contraptions blew up the dam. One explosion washed away the Air Walkers’ efforts and knocked out the primary water supply for all of the area camps.” 
 
    Juneau froze with a bite of fish halfway to her mouth. “The humanoids did that? And people saw them?” 
 
    “That’s how the story goes.” Relying heavily on her cane, Aunt Kat pulled herself to her feet. “Saw them once myself. Few years back I was part of the Cave Dweller’s clan. One night, while we were out hunting for food, those things attacked. Hideous, deformed monstrosities, kept alive only by tubes of God-only-knows-what pumping through their extremities to animate them. I caught one of them trying to steal our Jeep—back when we could still make those buckets of rust move—and took it out with my bow just as my papa taught me.” 
 
    Houston’s hands fell to his lap as he stared at Aunt Kat without blinking. Even in the dim light, Detroit could see his complexion fade to a chalky white. 
 
    “With my people at my side, we drove them back.” Rolling her palm over the curve of her cane, tears welled in Aunt Kat’s milky eyes. “For a time, it actually seemed we might come out on top of that bloody battle. We managed to whittle their numbers down to one. Our mistake came when it tried to flee, and we gave chase. I’ve regretted that decision every day since. But we were furious over the loss of our fallen clansmen and sought retribution. Diving into some sort of gleaming white pod, that beast fired the launch jets. What happened after that has haunted me every day since.” The tears flowed freely now, falling from her round cheeks unchecked. “I watched as people I cared for burned alive. Those horrifying images of unimaginable pain and gruesome death were the last thing I saw … before the scorch of the flames thrust me into a permanent world of darkness.” 
 
    Houston bolted to his feet, his bucket screeching over the metal floor. Flying back, it smacked into the wall behind him with a clang. As his chest rose and fell in labored pants, panic widened his eyes to frantic orbs. 
 
    “What’s the matter? What’s happening?” Features crumbled with concern, Aunt Kat’s hand batted at the air between them as she reached for him. 
 
    Houston flinched away from her touch, as if it scorched with the heat of his jets on that first fatal mission. 
 
    Unable to think, or cope, he swiveled on the ball of his foot and sprinted topside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Houston took the stairs two at a time, bounding from level to level of the ship as fast as his feet could carry him. Each breath forced from his lungs burned with a stinging regret he couldn’t escape. Shoving open a screeching metal door, he was thrust out into the icy night air. Hands on his knee, Houston screamed his throat raw. Still, he couldn’t capture a flicker of relief from the guilt tormenting him. 
 
    Balling his hands into fists, he punched the iron wall of the ship. The strike resonated with a metallic clang from the shuddering sheet metal. Again and again, he slammed his fists into it until his knuckles were bloody and the wall was dented. 
 
    Having followed him out, Detroit hung back. She knew all too well that driving need for physical exertion to distract from the pain of the moment. Crossing her arms over her chest to fend off the cold, she waited. 
 
    Houston saw her out of the corner of his eye but didn’t stop until the blood flowed from his fists and rained down on the desk. Letting his hands fall to his sides, his shoulders sagged with crushing defeat. “Do you know what this means?” 
 
    Detroit wet her lips and nodded, hoping to spare him the agony of uttering the words out loud. 
 
    If he saw her gesture, he was too far into his emotional flogging to acknowledge it. “It means what I thought I saw on that very first mission was true. I didn’t trust it. Thought my eyes were playing tricks on me, or it was part of the simulation I didn’t understand being a newbie. But no. Every single humanoid I have seen killed since then, that I thought was just another blip in a training mockup, was a real person! A landbound human who looked up to me and was counting on me to keep them safe. How did they do it, Dee? How did they make us and the earthbounds appear as humanoids to each other? How is that even possible?” 
 
    Closing the gap between them, Detroit reached for his hands to inspect his wounds. “Unlike this blood, the rest is not on your hands alone. Every single one of us have been a fatal disease on these people, without even knowing it.” 
 
    “But I had to know! Didn’t I? In some small way, I had to.” As Houston’s voice raised to a panicked octave, Detroit pressed a finger to his lips to quiet him. 
 
    “How could you?” Her brows lifted, challenging his downward spiral with reason. “You said it yourself, it was your first mission. You didn’t know what was happening, or what to expect. The powers that be aboard the starship lied to us. All of us. We found out, and that’s why we were banished.” 
 
    Chest swelling with purpose, Houston’s nostrils flared. “I have to tell the Floaters. They have to know the truth of who we are and what we’ve done.” 
 
    He was skirting around her when Detroit caught his arm and held him back. “That, is a monumentally bad idea.” 
 
    “They may string us up for it, but it’s a deserved punishment.” Tone dropping to a raspy growl, Houston snarled, “I’m prepared to pay for my sins.” 
 
    “And what about the baby hidden below decks?” Detroit easily matched his heat and intensity. “They throw us overboard and she goes right after us. We can’t undo what we did, Houston. But, we can do our damnedest to make life better for these people now. The Fortress has been taking from them for decades. It’s time we help them take back. All of that starts … with Adalyn.” 
 
    “I can’t do nothing.” Houston’s stare beseeched her, pleading for relief from the yoke forced upon him. “This ugly truth will fester inside of me. I can already feel it rotting.” 
 
    Releasing his hands, Detroit took a step back. “Give me your guns. All of them. Anything you have on you.” 
 
    Houston jerked, failing to see the correlation between his sentiment and her request. 
 
    Jabbing a hand forward, she insisted, “Anything you can fire. Let’s have it.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he pulled two pistols from his belt and placed them in her outstretched palms. Then he ducked out from under the strap of the rifle strung across his chest and handed that over. 
 
    After hooking the rifle strap over her shoulder, Detroit tucked the handguns into her belt. “You’re the sharpest shooter we have. And you know I’m not stroking your ego saying that. You don’t miss. Which is why it will be that much more meaningful to use it as your vow. Promise yourself you won’t fire another weapon until it’s at the sons of bitches that actually deserve it. Washington and his crew played us like marionette puppets. Therefore, a shot at one of them is the next one you take. No exceptions. No immunities.” 
 
    Chewing on the inside of his cheek, Houston stared off at the starry night sky. “Diplomatic solutions for all situations, until I can face the men who don’t deserve that consideration,” he breathed the words, as if trying on the conditions of the sentiment. “Then, I deliver the bloody justice they deserve.” 
 
    “Are those terms agreeable?” 
 
    Managing a jerk of his chin was the closest Houston came to confirmation. “When that day comes, I pray the grenade launcher is close by.” 
 
    Detroit closed her eyes, nodding along like he was preaching gospel. “Oh, don’t you worry about that. After firing that baby I fell in love. I don’t plan on being more than arm’s distance away from it ever again.” 
 
    Features softening, Houston peered down at the light dusting of freckles along the rise of Detroit’s cheekbones. “You do realize this is why you’re the team leader, don’t you?” 
 
    Heat crept up her neck to her earlobes, darkening her caramel complexion to a bold russet. “My love affair with dangerous weaponry? Seems a questionable logic on the part of the choosing committee.” 
 
    The side of his hand brushed her shoulder as he caught a lock of her hair and gave it a gentle tug. “If that was the case, Juneau would be lead. No, it had to be you because you have the ability to follow the route of logic. Meanwhile, the rest of us poor morons are slaves to our emotions.” 
 
    While his sentiment was sweet, it echoed Juneau’s toy-soldier speech enough to sting. “Not always,” she muttered. “I wasn’t acting on sound logic in your quarters.” 
 
    Head tilted to the side, Houston’s brow creased in mock confusion. “My quarters? What happened there? I think I need a reminder.” 
 
    Feeling free for the first time from watchful stares and a prying public, Detroit took a brazen step closer. She stretched up on tiptoe, letting the warmth of his breath tingle over her cheek. Her head tipped, bottom lip grazing over his with a euphoric rush. 
 
    A rush rudely interrupted by the metal hatch door squawking open behind them. 
 
    “So, it’s true?” Juneau asked as she stepped out onto the deck, her tone filled with heartache. 
 
    Whipping around, Detroit leapt as far away from Houston as possible. “What? No. Huh?” she stammered, ever the eloquent linguist. 
 
    “Well put,” Houston mumbled out of the corner of his mouth before turning his full attention to their third-wheel. “What’s true, June-bug?” 
 
    Chin quivering, Juneau’s red-rimmed eyes filled with tears. “The dam. I blew up their water supply. That was me during some stupid showy stunt, not a humanoid.” 
 
    Closing her hand around the rusted railing, Detroit squeezed until the metal twanged in protest. That was the only way she could fix on a neutral mask, in spite of her brewing wrath at those who caused such sorrow in the soul of her young teammate. “You did what you were taught and ordered. All of us did. We had to know way of knowing—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Houston interrupted, raising one hand. “Can you hear that?” 
 
    In the distance, a faint whirring drew closer. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ Detroit mouthed. 
 
    Houston shook his head. He pointed to his chest, then up the narrow staircase to the ship’s next level. 
 
    A nod from his team leader, and he darted off. 
 
    “Hey, guys, our hosts might find this mass exodus a bit suspicious,” Auggie boomed, stomping out to join them. “I mean, I doubt they’ll put things together that we’ve been the plague against mankind for years. But, manners wise alone, it’s rude.” 
 
    Stabbing one finger to her lips to silence him, Juneau jabbed another at her ear. 
 
    His shift into battle mode was immediate. Hand closing around the stair rail, Auggie cleared it with one agile leap. Determined to join Houston’s search of the skies, he made it halfway up the stairs when a flash of white caught his eye. Squinting into the darkness, he locked on the inbound device. “UAS! Get inside!” 
 
    At the mention of the drone, the team dove for cover. Houston leapt into the abandoned captain’s quarters. The other three scrambled for the door. Finding it good and stuck, Detroit planted her boot against the wall and threw her weight into prying it open. It budged with an ear-piercing screech, sliding open at a snail’s pace. 
 
    A sudden bite of pain in her neck locked Juneau’s muscles up tight. Shoulders hunched, she choked out one word. “Detroit?” 
 
    Oblivious to Juneau’s plight, Detroit’s tendons bulged as she pulled with all her might. “Almost … got … it.” 
 
    Auggie glanced back in time to see Juneau’s eyes roll back as she sank to the ground. 
 
    “Orion’s Belt! Detroit!” Auggie dove under her, catching her head in his cradled arms. Foam bubbled from Juneau’s lips, her body shaking with violent convulsions. 
 
    “Juneau!” Repelling off the wall, Detroit skidded to her teammate’s side and did a quick assessment of the situation. A silver dart jutted from Juneau’s jugular, pulsing with an ominous red tracker light. Hand hovering over it, Detroit chewed on her lip and contemplated plucking it out. “Ugh! We need Reno! I don’t know shit about potential poisons. Will it make things better or worse if I tug it out?” 
 
    Heavy footfalls clomped overhead. Houston slammed down the stairs in a series of metallic clangs. “It’s gone! Everyone oka—” The question died on his lips the second he saw Juneau’s splayed form. 
 
    Auggie slapped Detroit’s hands away, pinched the dart between his thumb and index finger, and pushed it to the side to evaluate how deep it was implanted. Crackling from the tip, tendrils of sparking blue wires snaked into Juneau’s flesh to embed themselves in Juneau’s spinal column. Rolling and waving they planted themselves further still. 
 
    “Let go of it,” Houston commanded, taking a knee beside him. “You pull that out and you’ll leave her paralyzed or dead.” 
 
    Her convulsions easing, Juneau settled still as the dead. The faint rise and fall of her chest acted as her only sign of life. 
 
    Wriggling deeper still, the wires hissed with malicious intent. Once they were free from the dart, it fell to the floor with a hollow thunk. 
 
    Two fingers on Juneau’s wrist, Detroit felt for a pulse. “Pulse is elevated, but I’ll take that over the alternative. June, can you hear me?” 
 
    Eyes sealed shut, Juneau’s mouth swung open. Static, like a poor old-time radio signal, crackled from her throat. 
 
    Houston dug into his utility pack, retrieving an adrenaline capsule. Peeling off the wrapper, he prepped to crack it. “Juneau, I need signs of life from you. Or I gotta dose you.” 
 
    At the sound of the rattling paper, Juneau’s eyes snapped open. While she rose to a sitting position, her posture stayed board straight. Slow and deliberate, her head turned to her team. 
 
    Rocking back on his heels, Auggie’s hands dangled between his thighs. “So … you’re good then? In a creepy sort of way?” 
 
    Sparks of blue fizzled at Juneau’s temples, webbing out in a digital veil that covered her face. 
 
    “I’m going to take that as a no.” Detroit reached out, her fingers prickling over the cobalt cocoon. Sucking in a shocked breath, she pulled her hand back as the pixelated face of Chancellor Washington formed within the hologram. 
 
    On their feet in an instant, Detroit, Auggie, and Houston gaped down in a mixture of horror and confusion. 
 
    While Juneau’s mouth moved, it was Washington’s sinister voice that seeped out. “Well, if it isn’t the former Apocalypse Five. Surely, you’re not surprised I found you?” 
 
    “What the hell did you do to her, you son of a bitch?” Houston lunged for the ghostly image, only to be halted by Detroit’s outstretched arm. 
 
    “Oh, we’ll get to that soon enough,” Washington purred with a villainous smile. “First, I have to ask why you are all surprised to see me? You had to know I would come for you.” 
 
    “You set us up and let us escape!” Auggie roared. Hands clenched in tight fists, his fingernails sliced half moons into his palms. “We’re banished, with no way back. And, guess what? We’re fine with that! Why can’t you just leave us the hell alone?” 
 
    The hologram flickered, then steadied. “Because, a team of trained killers took a life and then went rogue. In the eyes of all those aboard the AT-1-NS, nothing could be more terrifying. The people on our starship won’t be able to sleep at night knowing you’re out there.” 
 
    “To hell with the AT-1-NS, and to hell you!” Auggie screamed, his face morphing from red to purple. 
 
    “Detroit, is everything okay?” Tatum peeked her head around the door that now hung open. One glimpse of Juneau and a shocked gasp escaped her. 
 
    “Isn’t this interesting.” Legs curling under her, Juneau rose to her feet. Washington stared past the team, weighing the merit of the newcomer. “It seems the Floaters have taken to harboring fugitives. A most egregious crime that cannot go unpunished. Unless, of course, you can confirm that you’re being held against your will?” 
 
    Fires of rebellion flaring in her eyes, Tatum’s mouth opened. 
 
    Before she could utter one word that could jeopardize all their camp had built, Detroit stepped in front of her and cut her off. “We stormed this vessel and are currently holding the entire camp at gunpoint. Reno is below deck right now, making sure none of their people try anything moronically heroic.” 
 
    A slick smile seeped across Washington’s digital features, his eyes narrowing with devilish delight. “What a villainous answer. To ensure no one gets hurt, I must encourage you to turn yourselves in and face your sentencing.” 
 
    Folding his arms over his chest, Houston’s pecs flexed. “You’re up there. We’re down here. Seems to me you’re going to have to catch us, if you can.” 
 
    For a beat Washington’s hologram image stuttered with waves of static. “I have n-n-no intention of giving chase. That would be a waste of precious resources. Instead, you’re going to march yourselves to the Fortress within forty-eight hours and turn yourselves in.” 
 
    “Why, in the name of Jupiter’s fifty-three moons, would we do that?” Detroit snarled, assuming a challenging wide-legged stance. 
 
    “Because,” Washington moved Juneau’s arm in a series of robotic jerks—raised to shoulder height, she bent her elbow and touched the dart’s contact point, “the technology I injected into your friend does far more than make her my puppet. An explosive device is now embedded in her brain stem. If she fails to cross the threshold of the Fortress within the allotted time, it will blow. I have seen how the five of you are together. I d-d-doubt that you’d be willing to sacrifice her life to save yourselves.” 
 
    “You unimaginable bastard,” Tatum breathed. 
 
    “Did you say something, Floater?” Washington’s eyebrow twitched with interest. “Are you casting your lot in with these outlaws?” 
 
    “Leave her out of this.” Houston glared down his nose at the flickering hologram. “How do we know you aren’t bluffing?” 
 
    “I suppose you don’t.” Stretching Juneau’s arm out, Washington extended her index finger. With a high-pitched whine, a blue laser beam swelled from the tip of her digit. “Let me offer a bit of proof. 
 
    “I’m sure you recall from your training that within the forearm is what’s called the brachial artery.” Washington drew the laser down Juneau’s forearm with surgical precision, slicing a shallow cut … at first. A second swipe, in the exact same spot, laid the skin open farther still. Pearls of blood burst free, trailing down her elbow and dripping to the floor. “If I nick that artery, it could take days for her to bleed to death. But,” a third swipe filleted the tissue, opening it in a wide maw of gore, “if severed completely, your friend would bleed out in minutes without treatment. If you would like to tend to her in a quick, efficient manner, I demand your complete cooperation.” 
 
    “Let her go!” Detroit launched forward, ready to pin Juneau’s arms to her sides if necessary. 
 
    A robotic swoop of Juneau’s arm, positioned the laser at her own throat. 
 
    “Ah-ah-ah, team leader,” Washington warned, “I will paint this deck with her blood if you don’t step back in line with the others.” When Detroit didn’t instantly obey, he let the laser sizzle over the delicate flesh under Juneau’s chin. “I won’t repeat myself, Team Leader Detroit. Stand down, at once.” 
 
    Whatever action Detroit was thinking of taking, whatever violent display played out behind her eyes, was halted by a hand encircling her wrist. Bandaged arm hugged tight to his chest by a cloth sling, Reno had appeared with desperation clouding his stare. “Dee, please. We have to get her help.” 
 
    Swallowing down the vile taste of submission, Detroit stepped back into line. 
 
    “There’s a good girl.” Washington slathered on the condescension with each word. Her obedience was rewarded by him lowering the laser back to Juneau’s wrist. “Now, where were we? Ah, yes.” 
 
    This time, when the sizzling beam met flesh, it wasn’t in a simple slice. Washington laid it against the wound, letting it burn through layer after layer of exposed muscle and tendons. Juneau’s arm began to shake, the stomach churning smell of burnt flesh filling the air. A reflexive scream ripped from her lungs all while Washington’s haunting image maintained a smug smile. “If you want to get your teammate the medical attention she needs in enough time to save her, I need assurance that you understand this situation completely. You saw how easy it was for me to find you all. Now, I’ve made it clear that I can bring you to your knees without stepping foot on that pitiful planet. Go to the Fortress. Turn yourselves in. If you don’t, or if you waver, I will take the penalties for your insolence out on sweet, little Juneau. Is that message in any way unclear?” 
 
    “No,” Reno answered without hesitation, muscles taut and at the ready to catch his sister. 
 
    The others mumbled inaudible responses of concession. 
 
    Washington let Juneau’s arm drop, gifting them with a glimpse of how her skin was split open, allowing blood to gush in torrents. “Come now, you’re trained soldiers. Surely you have better respect for your governing chancellor than that.” 
 
    Choking on their hatred, the team members snapped to attention and offered him a begrudging salute. 
 
    “Yes, Chancellor Washington,” they chorused, each wanting to cut out their own tongues for uttering such a betrayal. 
 
    His image flickered, color fading from cobalt to pale silver. “The clock is ticking, children. I wouldn’t dawdle if I were you. I would hate to think further motivation was required. Safe travels, team, and have a pleasant apocalypse.” 
 
    A rush of static, and he was gone. 
 
    Juneau slumped down on the deck, her knees slamming into the metal floor with a rattling tang. Complexion draining to a starburst white, she peered down at her wrist. Shock set in, and her body shook with spastic tremors. 
 
    Shrugging off his sling with a pained grimace, Reno rushed to her side. He shoved the fabric into the wound, and applied pressure to slow the bleeding while the rest of the team swarmed. 
 
    Detroit eased Juneau back toward her, letting her sweat-soaked ringlets settle into her lap. “We need to get her to the medical bay.” 
 
    “I’ll get the doctor and a gurney!” Without waiting for confirmation, Tatum sprinted off, banging down the rusty metal stairs. 
 
    With the blue hue of death stealing over Juneau’s trembling lips, Houston grabbed a tourniquet from his medpak and tied it above the wound. 
 
    Not a word passed between any of them. 
 
    None was necessary. 
 
    They saw how close they came and knew what they had to do. 
 
    By morning, if the infant was still alive, the clans would have the proof they would need that they had been manipulated by the Fortress and its governing starship. 
 
    After arming them with that information, the team would trek to the Fortress and turn themselves in. 
 
    What plans Washington had for them, they couldn’t fathom. Whatever it was, it was sure to be a grand spectacle of violent degradation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    In a horrible moment of déjà vu, the doctor once again came out of the infirmary wiping blood from her hands. “This one is stabilized. Anyone else wanna see how I can patch them up with our limited supplies? Or, can we stop this gruesome game now?” 
 
    “Thank you, Doc. I’m sorry we’ve been such a drain on your resources.” Detroit rubbed a vigorous hand over her face, trying to chase away her exhaustion hangover. “We’re going to do our best to be out of your hair as soon as—" 
 
    The doctor didn’t wait for Detroit to finish her thought. Tossing her hand towel in a bin by the door, she strode down the wall without a glance back. 
 
    Her expression one of confusion, Detroit stared after her. “Did I finish my sentence? Honestly, I’m so tired I don’t even know.” 
 
    Back against the wall, Houston folded his arms over his chest. “We all are. But, we have to get far away from these people and fast. They’ve done nothing but help us. We can’t let that hospitality get them killed.” 
 
    Tucking strands of her chin-length bob behind her ears, Detroit bobbed her head in agreement. “The Air Walkers will be lining the shoreline come morning, if they aren’t already, to get their hands on Adalyn. We’re going to have to steal a dingy, paddle it around the second ship, then head farther downstream before we go ashore.” 
 
    When Houston stifled a yawn, his mahogany gaze was bloodshot from lack of sleep. “Before sun rise would be best. It’s harder to shoot a target you can’t see.” 
 
    “Unless they have night vision goggles,” Auggie added with a shrug. Seated on the floor, he tucked one leg under him. 
 
    “They struggle for food and water, but they have night vision goggles?” Detroit hitched one brow in his direction. 
 
    Auggie peered up at her from under his brow. “They had a grenade launcher.” 
 
    “Good point.” Rolling her shoulders, Detroit tried to tug on her warrior façade. Exhaustion, mixed with longing thoughts of her cozy bed back aboard the AT-1-NS, made it a more confining fit than ever. “We need to check on the baby, and let Leif and Remi know we’re leaving.” 
 
    Dragging his tongue over his top teeth, Houston took it upon himself to point out the obvious. “They’re going to want to stay with us, so we can protect the baby.” 
 
    “They can’t!” Detroit barked, suddenly recharged by outrage. “Where we’re going—whatever is going to happen—if they really want to keep that baby safe they need to keep her as far from us as possible.” 
 
    “They said they might be able to find sanctuary at the caves. And, we don’t know where the Fortress is,” Reno injected in his flat, detached timbre. Sitting on the floor, with one knee bent, he fiddled with the buckles of his boots. “We could help them get there, in exchange for them pointing us in the direction of our public execution.” 
 
    “I like it better when you’re broody and stoic,” Auggie grumbled. He caught one lock of his dread-hawk, twirled it around his finger, and let it spring back into place. 
 
    “He’s right.” Detroit locked stares with Houston, seeing her own resolve reflected back in the pools of his gaze. “We get them to the caves, they point us to the Fortress. That’s really as far as we can take them, and the limits to any safety we can offer.” 
 
    “When do we leave?” The words rumbled from Houston’s chest, gruff as a gravel path laid for the tumultuous journey ahead. 
 
    “As soon as she’s able,” Reno spoke on his sister’s behalf, nodding toward the med-bay door. 
 
    “I see no other option, so … let’s do it.” Bringing her hands together in a sharp clap, Detroit pushed off the wall she had been leaning against. “We’ll go talk to the sequestered family. Reno, stay with your sister. The minute she’s alert enough to travel, come and get us.” 
 
    Reno let his head thump back against the wall, filled his lungs, and exhaled his response. “Like I would leave her side.” 
 
    Detroit glanced to Houston, gathering strength from him pushing off the wall to take his place at her side. “Everyone, catch any sleep you can. God willing, before daybreak, our death march begins.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sounds of chatter and folk songs wafted from the furnace room. While Detroit had never had the standard definition of a home, that was what she imagined it sounded like. That merry melody strengthened her determination. If the Floaters had found hope and happiness in this bleak existence, that needed to be cherished and protected like the last living flower in an arid oasis. 
 
    “Down here.” Cutting in front of Houston, Detroit steered them down a service hall that had once been used to keep the overflowing buffets stocked when the ship was full of bloated vacationers. “Tatum said the back way in is more discreet.” 
 
    “Aw,” Auggie’s nose crinkled in disappointment, “I wanted to see if they had any more of that furnace fish left. It might not sound appealing, but that was delicious. So much fresher than what we got on the AT-1-NS. Probably because there are no fish in space.” 
 
    “No,” Houston rumbled, plucking the same thought from his team leader’s head, “we’ve taken too much from these people already.” 
 
    Stopping in front of the arched door, Detroit rapped with her first two knuckles. 
 
    “I’ve got this room blocked off for the night,” Tatum’s voice came muffled from inside. “Doing an intensive food inventory.” 
 
    “It’s us,” Detroit uttered, cheek pressed to the cold steel hatch. 
 
    Scurried steps were followed by the door creaking open. Stepping aside, Tatum waved them in and cast a glance down the hall to make sure they weren’t followed. “How is Juneau? Is she going to be okay? I’ve never seen anything like that before. Have you? Was that commonplace for the five of you? Is that how the starship forced you to obey?” 
 
    Houston’s eyebrows raised to meet the mass of curls at his hairline. “Wow, that was a lot of questions in record time.” 
 
    “And all without taking a breath,” Auggie added with audible awe. 
 
    Leaving them to deal with the Q and A, Detroit skirted around to the family hunkered in the corner. Remi sat in a nest of old blankets, with her legs curled under her. Nestled in the crook of her mama’s arm, Adalyn was content and suckling. Leif laid on his hip beside them, ready to hop up and tend to any whim of his two ladies. 
 
    “How’s she doing?” Detroit kept her tone hushed out of respect for the baby’s long, tired blinks. 
 
    Face aglow with maternal pride, Remi beamed up her. “Fantastic. She wants to eat pretty much every hour on the hour, but I am taking that as a very good sign.” 
 
    “It does make it a tad harder to get any rest,” Leif chuckled, tenderly rubbing his palm over the peach-fuzz of Adalyn’s head. “Thankfully, Tatum brought us food and water, and sneaks us to the facilities when she can. Did you know they rigged it to have running water here? How amazing is that?” 
 
    “It’s all … pretty amazing.” After a brief sigh of relief, Detroit’s thoughts took a sharp left back to their harsh reality. “I hate to press a dark matter in the first moment of calm you’ve had since she was born, but how far from her forty-eight-hour marker are we?” 
 
    Remi’s hold tightened on Adalyn. If the will of her love could drive back threats, death itself would not dare come for that treasured child. “We don’t have clocks, or anyway to know for certain. If I had to guess, and I do, she’s about a day and a half old. I’ve watched the sunrise once since she was born, and we are … what? About ten hours away from another? If my ability to tell one day from another is correct—and that’s a big if—she’s somewhere between thirty-six and thirty-eight hours old.” 
 
    “That should mean she’s in the clear, right?” Feared darkened Leif’s stare to the hue of midnight on a cloudless night. “If something were going to happen, we would have seen signs by now. Wouldn’t we?” 
 
    More than anything in the galaxy, Detroit wanted to say yes. Unfortunately, her mouth suddenly felt like it was stuffed with cotton—the truth being all she could force from her constricted throat. “I honestly don’t know. I truly hope so.” 
 
    Something flashed in Remi’s eyes that resembled pity. Pity for the young soldiers thrown into battle, without the benefit of fully understanding who it was they were fighting. “We wouldn’t have made it this far if it wasn’t for your team.” The new mom attempted to pacify the ache of the team’s burden with a gentle smile. “Just so you know, God forbid the worst happens, I got to spend the last two days with Adalyn. Without you, those precious moments never would have happened. Now that they have, I wouldn’t trade them for anything. No matter what happens from here, you have our endless thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Detroit mumbled, awkwardly shifting her weight from one foot to the other. 
 
    Remi’s eyes narrowing at the team leader’s tense posture, she flipped her high ponytail of thick rope braids over her shoulder. “It occurs to me that someone of your station doesn’t normally make time for social calls or squeeze in baby snuggles. Add to that the fact that Tatum charged in here pale as the lunar surface and profusely sweating, and it’s pretty apparent something is up. How about if you save us all some time and skip right to whatever it is that’s making that angry looking vein throb in your temple?” 
 
    Fighting against her own fatigue and fear, Detroit forced a confident tone even she didn’t find convincing. “Come sunrise, the Air Walkers are going to line that shore and demand we turn Adalyn over. My guess? They’ll go with the obvious threat of sinking these ships to the ocean floor. But, who knows, maybe they’ll surprise me and get creative. For the sake of all parties involved, we can’t give them that opportunity. When that time comes, Tatum and her crew need to be able to tell the Air Walkers we’re long gone. They can even invite them aboard long enough to confirm it.” 
 
    “Then they find your team in hiding and you take them all out?” Leif prompted. Sitting up, he crossed his legs under him. 
 
    Auggie stabbed a finger in Leif’s direction. “I like where his head is at! Loads of enthusiasm! But, no. That scenario could get us all killed, and that’s pretty much the opposite of our agenda at all times. Still,” he gave two fist bumps over his heart in appreciation, “much love for thinking we could take out a whole clan.” 
 
    Houston’s mouth fell into a downward C as he stared out of the porthole, contemplating that claim. “I mean … we could.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Auggie’s shoulder’s sagged. “I know we could. I was trying to dial down the whole unstoppable death squad motif. But thanks for the half-assed assist.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” Detroit talked over their idiotic ramble, “they can be allowed to search the ships without hesitation, because we won’t be aboard either. If Tatum would let us take two of their dinghies, we will paddle south of here before sunrise. We’ll take you to the cave sanctuary you were heading to, then trek on to the Fortress.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Wetting her lips, a confused scowl stitched across Tatum’s brow as the fleet commodore injected herself in the conversation. “And what happens to all of you after that?” 
 
    There it was. 
 
    The one question all of the A-5 training and conditioning couldn’t answer. 
 
    Unable to concoct a believable lie, Detroit opted for the ugly truth. “The AT-1-NS has demanded our surrender. We will secure your safety, then turn ourselves in.” 
 
    “Oh hell no!” The adamant shakes of Tatum’s head caused platinum locks of hair to tumble from her loose top-knot. “I watched what happened up on that deck! That shit was jarring in a way that will haunt me the remainder of my days. There is no way the Floaters are going to stand back and let you turn yourselves over to them without a fight.” 
 
    Features softening, Detroit turned on her heel toward the indignant captain. “We have done nothing but bring trouble raining down on all of you. As much as we appreciate your kindness, let it end here. Whatever our reputation is, we’re no heroes. The starship dangled us like the proverbial carrot of your salvation, meanwhile you’ve been fighting to survive. Let us go. And, hopefully, the fantasy that is the Apocalypse Five will die along with us.” 
 
    Taking a bold step closer, Tatum jammed her hands onto her narrow hips. “Maybe the reason you haven’t earned that hero title yet is because you haven’t truly been given the opportunity. Well, guess what, kids? Here it is. Fun little side note about heroics? They don’t have to be solo acts. You want to get Juneau within the boundaries of the Fortress? Okay, that’s our plan. But you’re not doing it alone. With all of the able-bodied soldiers of the Floaters behind you, we’ll storm that fort together. That coward Washington will have no choice but to come down and face us himself.” 
 
    At a loss for words, Detroit glanced to Houston and Augusta. Bewildered shrugs were their only response. “As kind as that is, we can’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    “That’s the great thing about allies.” Tatum grinned, flames of war smoldering behind her eyes. “You don’t have to ask.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Moonlight glimmered in through the porthole, acting as a nightlight in Leif and Remi’s hidden lodgings. Curled up on their nest of blankets, the new parents slept on their sides to cocoon Adalyn in their love. 
 
    The only other light came from a camping lantern positioned by the door. Beside it, Houston paced a trench into the floor. The clomp of his boots provided the soundtrack to his festering annoyance. 
 
    “If you’re going to keep doing that, can you at least change direction?” Auggie asked. Laying on his back, one arm was thrown over his eyes. “The motion of the ship isn’t making me seasick. But you are.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand what she could possibly be thinking!” Houston spun in Auggie’s direction, as if he had been waiting for someone—anyone—to unleash on. “Usually, I can tap into the wavelength of her strategy. It might take a little guess work, but I get there. Not this time. I have no clue.” 
 
    Resigned to the fact that his high-strung teammate had no intention of letting him sleep, Auggie pushed himself up onto one elbow. “I’m sorry, she? Who were we talking about?” 
 
    “Detroit!” Houston threw his hands in the air, letting them fall to his sides with a slap. “She’s actually thinking of taking a small camp of untrained civilians into battle? That’s the equivalent of a death march. She might as well line them all up and take them out execution style. At least that would be the merciful route!” 
 
    Face blank of emotion, Auggie blinked up at him. “And this is … Detroit that’s doing this?” 
 
    Thrown off his rant by the repeated question, Houston pulled up short. “Yes, Detroit. Are you messing with me?” 
 
    Holding up his thumb and forefinger, Auggie pinched the air between them. “Little bit. Because, soldier boy, if you have a problem with our team leader, take it up with … our team leader. That way I can get some sleep!” Like she was cued by his sassy retort, Detroit picked that moment to crack open the door. “Oh, look, there she is now. May I suggest you two quietly discuss your issues? Because I am newly sober, about ten hours past the point of exhaustion, and roughly ten minutes away from making my inner monologue public.” 
 
    Easing the door shut behind her until it quietly clicked, Detroit cringed in Auggie’s direction. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but that sounds terrifying,” she said in a hushed whisper. “What’s up, fellas?” 
 
    Houston needed no further invitation to unleash. “What’s up is that our team leader has lost her damned mind. Are you kidding me, Dee? Taking the Floaters into battle is nothing short of cruel. We can’t do that to them.” 
 
    Slumping back to the floor, Auggie rolled onto his side. “If you two could rage a little quieter, that would be swell.” 
 
    Houston didn’t pause long enough for Detroit to responded. Resuming his stride, he curled his hands into white knuckled fists. “There’s no nice way to put it. You include the Floaters in this, and they’ll get themselves killed.” 
 
    Detroit squeezed her eyes shut, and dragged her fingers through her hair. “I convinced one person not to do something stupid tonight. I don’t think I have the energy to do it again.” 
 
    “Your meeting with Tatum?” Houston pressed. Noticing Leif stirring, he dropped his voice and inched closer to his teammates. 
 
    Back pressed to the wall, Detroit sank to the floor. “These people know how to survive, not fight. I can’t sound the trumpets of war with them beside us.” 
 
    With an exasperated groan, Auggie shoved himself back into the conversation. “So, we’re taking the noble route then? Fantastic. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Tatum was worried about her brother, that horrible Nicoli guy, making a scene if she publicly announced the call of support for our cause. There is a whole lot of family drama there that blew this little orphan’s minds. Regardless, it worked in our favor. I suggested she spread the word quietly, in a more one-on-one, grapevine approach. It will take her until morning to reach all of her people that way. That buys us much needed time.” Locking stares with Houston, Detroit caught a glimpse of absolute understanding in his mahogany smolder that made the breath catch in her throat. “When the majority of the ship is asleep, we move with our previous mission. Two boats, paddling downstream.” 
 
    The winds of outrage stolen from his sails, Houston deflated. “So, we’re facing this fight alone?” 
 
    Elbows on her knees, Detroit’s hands hung limp between them. “Just as it was always intended.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the paddles sliced through the water with gentle laps, moonlight glittered off its rolling surface. In one boat sat the new family, Reno, and a still groggy Juneau. In the other, Houston, Detroit, and Auggie took their places at the oars. 
 
    Only when the colossal ships shrank in the distance, did Detroit break the mandatory silence with her desperate plea. “Auggie, if you have a flask hidden anywhere—and I mean anywhere on your person—you will become my favorite person in the universe if you let me have a drink. I need something to warm me up.” 
 
    “Would if I could, mon capitaine.” Auggie cringed, plunging his paddle in for another stroke. “Believe me when I say I’m regretting my cold turkey method as much as you.” 
 
    Hugging her arms over her chest, Detroit rubbed her frozen hands up and down her arms in a desperate search for warmth. She tipped her chin over her shoulder, peering back at Auggie from her seat at the front of the rowboat. “If I haven’t said it before, I’m proud of you for making this change.” 
 
    “I guess I’m finally figuring out who I am.” Auggie grinned, in tribute to the conversation they had aboard the AT-1-NS. “A young black man, lost at sea, questioning his choice in friends.” 
 
    “We all are,” Houston muttered. Stare on swivel, he searched the shoreline for possible threats. 
 
    “Where is my head?” Remi chirped. Swiveling in her seat, she dug behind her at the floor boards of the boat. “I grabbed tons of extra blankets for Adalyn. You’re all welcome to them!” 
 
    Remi caught a threadbare navy blanket with tiny yellow flowers, and passed it to Leif as she went in search of more with her baby-free hand. 
 
    Shaking her head to deny Leif’s offering, Detroit didn’t budge from her seat. Partially because she feared she was frozen there. “We can’t take blankets from the baby. She needs them more than we do.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Remi came up with a patchwork quilt riddled with holes. Despite its flaws, its fabric was still thick and heavy. “For all you’ve done for us, it’s the least we can do in return. Plus, she has more than enough. I went a little overboard grabbing them. These are just lining the bottom of the boat.” 
 
    She shoved the quilt in Leif’s direction, then went in search of another. 
 
    “There’s no point in arguing with her,” Leif muttered in a stage whisper. “She’s stubborn as a mule and always wins.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with the truth.” Remi’s head popped back up, this time toting a denim blanket backed with fleece. “This is a good one. Nice and warm.” 
 
    Head tilted to the side, Leif’s sun-bleached eyebrows raised at the point made for him. “See?” 
 
    Relenting, Detroit slid to the edge of the boat, giving Houston and Auggie time to adjust to her shifted position before she reached for the blankets. “Thank you.” 
 
    With Adalyn nestled in her lap, Remi traced the side of her index finger over the baby’s cheek. “It’s our absolute pleasure.” 
 
    Reno took advantage of their break by setting his oars aside and checking Juneau’s wounds. Resting on a bed of blankets, her pulse and breathing were steady. Yet the longer she remained unconscious, the more his trepidation grew. Health and wellness being his specialized studies, he knew all too well the hazards of infection. Not to mention the possible side effects of the foreign device embedded into her spinal cord. Brain function could be severed, or there could be evidence of paralysis. Even without the benefit of antibiotics, Reno could find plants and herbs on land that could combat most everything. At sea, his skills were useless. Until they went ashore, all he could do was worry and wonder. 
 
    Wading through the myriad of questions that flooded his mind, Reno ventured only one. “How far are we going?” 
 
    Teeth chattering, Detroit flung the denim and fleece quilt around her shoulders. “Our best guess is that Adalyn is around forty hours old. She’s closing in on that magic number. I say at the first signs of day-break we go ashore. I want to watch the skyline back toward the Floaters’ camp and make sure they’re okay.” 
 
    Reno cast his gaze to the horizon, where the cloak of night had already lightened to a delicate amethyst, and pressed his lips into a thin line. Whatever was going to happen, it wouldn’t be long now. 
 
    Wearing their blankets as cloaks, the team paddled on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun crested over the horizon, its glow transforming the water to molten gold that dripped from the oars and shimmered with every stroke. In her search of the shoreline for a safe place to go ashore, Detroit thought she saw movement a moment ago. This time, she was certain she did. The leaves of a low-hanging branch rustled, the silver gleam of metal sliding out from between the foliage. Kicking the side of Auggie’s foot, Dee drew his attention to the matter with a subtle jerk of her chin. With a nod of understanding, he eased his paddle down beside him and signaled an alert to Reno with practiced hand gestures. 
 
    Inching her way to the back of the rowboat, slow and careful not to tip them, Detroit took the seat beside Houston. A finger to her lips hushed him. 
 
    Brow furrowed, he put up little resistance as she hooked her hand over his forearm and guided him back. Wriggling into position, the two laid flat over two seats. 
 
    With Detroit’s curves brushing against him, Houston couldn’t stifle a mischievous grin. “I should probably question your motives, but I’m finding myself more inclined to enjoy the moment.” 
 
    Auggie flopped down on the other side of him, adding himself to the mix by shimmying in close. 
 
    “Well, now it’s just weird.” Houston’s nose crinkled into a grimace. “What are we doing, gang?” 
 
    The ping of a bullet colliding with the water covered them with the prickling mist of its spray. 
 
    “Ah, they’re shooting at us,” Houston answered for them, staring up at the gray clouds overhead. 
 
    Rolling on to his stomach, Auggie peered over the edge of the dingy. One twisted lock of hair bobbed against his forehead as he moved. “This is the part where we have to be all self-sacrificing to save the baby, isn’t it?” 
 
    “’Fraid so.” Detroit twisted from one side to the other, as she patted herself down to make sure all of her weapons were tucked in and secure. “Anyone have any ideas on how to do that without throwing ourselves in the freezing cold water?” 
 
    Checking the ammo on his pulse rifle, Auggie locked the chamber back into place. “I, for one, was hoping you would come up with something brilliant, O Captain, My Captain.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that,” Detroit grumbled, shooting him a sideways glare. “On the count of roll … roll!” 
 
    In unison, the trio threw their weight to the right. The boat tipped at a sharp pitch, dumping them into the icy drink. While the neoprene layer of insulation in their flight suits helped battle the cold, its unforgiving bite still tore through their extremities. The moment they surfaced, shivering and sputtering, they latched onto the overturned dingy and glided it in front of the other. With the barrel of his auto riffle trained on the shoreline, and the other passengers on his boat hunkered down, Reno provided cover for them all. 
 
    The waterlogged team members treaded water, moving their overturned vessel into place. Leaning their weight on one side, they raised the port side in the air to form a blockade. 
 
    At the sight of the defensive move, those hidden in the tree line opened fire. Shots rained in from all sides, tearing holes through their makeshift shield. 
 
    “We have to keep the two boats together!” Detroit shouted over the barrage of flying bullets. Pulling the scout rifle at her hip, she balanced her weight on the submerged starboard side, and positioned herself to fire off a round the first chance she got. 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing I took a vow of gun celibacy.” With a potent one-armed backstroke, Houston heaved their vessel closer to the other. Clamping one hand on the edge of Reno’s boat, the other gripped the wooden bench in the center of theirs. 
 
    Auggie craned around the nose of the ship, and volleyed back gunfire. “Meaning you aren’t having sex with guns anymore? Damn, man, is that something you were actually doing? Seems like a monumentally bad idea.” 
 
    Fighting against the weight pulling at him from either side, Houston forced the words through clenched teeth. “No … you moron … I’m not shooting guns.” 
 
    Ducking back in as shots pelted the water beside him, Auggie leaned into the boat and kicked them toward shallower water. “We’re on a planet we are unfamiliar with, where countless people are trying to kill us, and you pick now to become a gun monk? Yeah, I’m the moron here.” 
 
    One cartridge emptied, Detroit tread water with her arms over her head to change it out. “We are being supportive of his decision! Can we focus now please? The second our feet can touch the bottom, we double fist our weapons and charge the beach. How far out are we?” 
 
    Sucking in a lungful of air, Auggie went underwater for a beat. He popped back up, shaking the frigid water from his hair. “I’m just saying he’s a sharp shooter. This is one of those moments where that would be a pretty sweet advantage!” 
 
    “Auggie!” Detroit and Houston barked in chorus. 
 
    “Fine! We’re about ten feet from where it starts to shallow. Lean in and kick!” Auggie lead by example, throwing his weight forward. 
 
    The trio pushed forward, while Reno maintained cover. With a weapon cradled in his good hand, and red hair exploding off his head like living flame, he pulled himself up on to his knees and fired at anything that moved. 
 
    Houston found the sand beneath his feet before his shorter teammates. “I’ve got land! We need to find a safe way to get the baby ashore.” 
 
    “These boats aren’t heavy.” Detroit broke into a determined stride the second she could touch bottom. “We can use the other as a shield if we need to.” 
 
    While they had gained physical footing, the water still caused tactical mobility to allude them. Continuous blasts from the shoreline shredded their dingy, cutting holes in how long it would be able to shield them. 
 
    “This keeps up, and we won’t make it out of the water!” Augusta screamed. Grabbing the power fusion rifle strapped to his back, he took the two-hand approach in the next round of his assault. 
 
    “This is when Juneau usually charges in and blows something up,” Houston grunted, face reddening with the strain of maintaining the position of both boats. “Any chance she’s coming to?” 
 
    Responding with only a curt shake of his head, Reno loaded another magazine and resumed fire. 
 
    Jaw locked tight, Detroit sprayed the shore with bullets, then spun back under the limited cover of their deteriorating blockade. “Is it just me, or did the number of marks on that beach triple?” 
 
    Auggie swiveled to the side, narrowly missing taking a stray bullet to the shoulder. “I was thinking the same thing. For every shooter we take out, it’s like two more take their place!” 
 
    As if cued by this discovery, a fresh rash of pops rang out from farther inland. Yet, none were directed at the A-5. Bodies slumped across the beach, seemingly taken out by friendly fire. 
 
    Bending his arm, Auggie rested his rifle against his shoulder. “Did we switch teams? What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Can’t really see, guys.” Houston, who had inched into shallower water, had no choice but to physically carry their shield while lugging the other boat onward. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Detroit holstered her weapons, spun on her heel, and helped him pull Reno’s boat in. “For whatever reason, they momentarily forgot about us. Instead of questioning it, I say we run.” 
 
    Dropping what was left of the dingy with a relieved grunt, Houston shook out his cramping arm. “The baby needs to be protected at all costs.” The deep scowl cut into his features contradicted what would have been a tender sentiment. “I don’t care if it’s me, or an overturned boat, something is always in front her.” 
 
    “Really?” Detroit frowned, pausing to reload. “You went with using your own body for cover over the metal structure? This is why A-5 teams have a short lifespan.” 
 
    Soaked strands of blond hair clinging to his forehead, Leif’s bright blue eyes popped into view. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Far as we can tell?” Auggie didn’t bother to glance up from his task of recalibrating his automated weapon so it could eject the influx of water. “There are people trying to kill the people who were trying to kill us.” 
 
    The sounds of gunfire moving farther inland allowed them to hear Adalyn fussing in the belly of their boat. Cradling the baby tight to her chest, Remi risked a glance up. She shook with terror, her head jerking in one direction then the other on alert for further danger. “D-Does that m-mean we’re safe?” she stammered, lips blue from equal parts cold and fear. 
 
    “It means we have an opportunity, and we aren’t going to waste it.” Grabbing the nose of their boat, Detroit helped Houston drag it to where the water was little more than knee deep. “Let’s get them out of here and head south on foot.” 
 
    Raising one hand to quiet them all, Houston listened to the fading soundtrack of war. “They’ve moved away from the beach. We’re safe to move them.” 
 
    Detroit and Auggie held the boat steady while Reno grabbed the edge and propelled himself over the side. Turning back, he bit back his own pain and gathered Juneau’s slack frame in his arms. After a quick toss of her weight to adjust his grip, he started for shore. 
 
    Leif’s leap from the boat was punctuate by instantly chattering teeth, and a shouted expletive. “Orion’s Belt! This is fr-freezing!” 
 
    “Oh, is it cold?” Auggie asked in mock confusion. “I couldn’t tell, because all of my boy parts have become girl parts.” 
 
    Oblivious to their banter, Remi chewed on her lower lip as her stare searched the blood-soaked sand. “Are you sure it’s safe?” 
 
    “For the moment. Let’s not waste it.” Offering the frightened mother her hand, Detroit grabbed her elbow to help guide her out. 
 
    Branches snapped behind them. One lone Fortress soldier darted from the brush and opened fire. A bullet struck the edge of the row boat, tossing it back. Losing her footing, Remi fell into the water with Adalyn in her arms. 
 
    Arms pumping, Reno dashed after the soldier and chased him into the trees. 
 
    Resurfacing, an anguished wail tore from Remi, “I lost her! I lost hold of the baby!” 
 
    Detroit filled her lungs and dove under. Swimming around legs, and through the cloud of kicked up sand, she found sweet Adalyn sinking deeper into the murky water. As soon as she caught her under her arms, she bolted topside. 
 
    “I’ve got her! Go!” Detroit exploded to the surface. 
 
    “She isn’t crying! Why isn’t she crying?” Remi tried to grab for her child, only to have Detroit elbow her away. 
 
    “She will!” the team leader promised, sprinting for the shore. Skidding into the sand on her knees, Detroit eased the baby to the ground. “Reno! She went under and she’s blue!” 
 
    “I’ll get him!” Kicking up a spray of sand, Auggie raced off after Reno. 
 
    While Detroit ticked through first aid basics, she pressed her palm to Adalyn’s chest and turned the infant over. “We need to clear her airway if she swallowed any water.” 
 
    “Come on, baby. You need to cry.” Eyes swimming with tears, Remi folded her hands in prayer and pressed them to her lips. 
 
    A never-ending minute later, Reno jogged back down the beach. 
 
    Taking the baby, he shoved his team leader aside. “How long was she under?” he asked, in a stern tone well beyond his years. After pulling the wet blankets away from Adalyn’s shivering skin, Reno tossed them aside. 
 
    “Seemed like an eternity,” Remi whimpered, chewing her nails to nubs. 
 
    Leif hovered behind her, anxiously rubbing his hands up and down the length of her arms. 
 
    “It wasn’t long.” Sinking back on her heels, Detroit fought to steady her own breathing. “Little over a minute, tops.” 
 
    As Adalyn began to cough, Reno positioned her tiny body over his knee and patted her back with a gentle force. “I wasn’t in the water long. How cold was it? Do you have any signs of hyperthermia? Blue fingers of lips? Any deteriorating tissue?” 
 
    “I’m guessing I’m blue from head to foot.” Tremors shuddering through her, Detroit glanced down at her flight suit. “Because I can’t feel my fingers or toes. Hence some of those wayward shots I fired off at the end.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. Blame the cold for your lousy aim.” Houston’s attempt at a joke couldn’t hide the fear snaking through his tone. 
 
    After coughing up a lungful of water, Adalyn let loose a potent scream that was music to her parents’ ears. 
 
    Reno continued patting her back to completely clear her airway. “Mom and Dad, get your shirts off.” 
 
    “Shirts off? Why?” Leif unbuttoned the wet garment as he asked. 
 
    Turning the baby over to check her vitals, Reno’s pointed gaze flicked to Detroit. “Explain it to them.” 
 
    “Skin on skin?” the team leader quietly pressed. 
 
    Reno offered only a curt nod of confirmation. 
 
    “Sorry, child-doc, this isn’t my specialty,” Detroit muttered out of the corner of her mouth. Lifting her chin to the worried parents, she pulled herself up to a crouch with her frozen fists dangling between her knees. “Your baby wasn’t under long enough for drowning to be an issue. She’s showing off the strength of her lungs by crying. What we need to worry about is the cold. Without the benefit of dry blankets, the absolute best option is skin on skin contact. It will be great if dad does it. Better still if it’s both of you.” 
 
    That was all Remi needed to hear. Thumbing the buttons of her shirt free, she stripped down to her bra and reached for Adalyn. 
 
    Reno scowled at her outstretched hands. “The father.” 
 
    Her own onslaught of chills cutting her to the bone, Detroit’s muscles locked rigid with crippling shivers. “L-L-Leif needs to hold her. His extra body mass will h-h-help add warmth. Once he gets her settled in, Remi, you can hug them both t-t-tight.” 
 
    Rising to his feet, Reno lifted his elbow in a brief demonstration of the baby should be held. “Under your arm.” 
 
    “Your b-b-body temperature is h-h-higher there.” Trying to stand, Detroit’s frozen legs crumbled beneath her. Had it not been for the vise grip that caught her elbow, she would have smashed to the ground. With a grateful glance up at Houston, she leaned on him and pulled herself up. How he was standing so calm and steady, she couldn’t fathom. Maybe his muscles locked upright, while hers longed to shrivel. 
 
    “Do you want me to carry you?” he murmured against her ear. 
 
    “No,” she snapped, in a tone far harsher than intended. “We can’t come across as weak. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    As they situated their child in the loving hold, Remi quietly shushed her. 
 
    “Will she be all right?” Leif searched Reno’s face—that of a child—for the certainty his soul longed for. 
 
    Pushing off Houston, Detroit forced herself to stand on her own despite the icicles of pain stabbing her to the marrow. “If you stay like that, her temperature will regulate.” 
 
    Leif’s stare didn’t waver, but bored into Reno out of need to hear the sentiment from him. 
 
    “She’ll be fine.” Reno’s attention was diverted by Auggie cresting the rise of a sand dune. 
 
    Hand clamped on the wiry shoulder of the soldier that shot at them, Auggie urged him along with the barrel of his gun pressed to his spine. 
 
    “Where’s Juneau?” Reno demanded, craning his neck to peer around Augusta. 
 
    Hesitating, Auggie glanced behind him as if expecting her to follow him out. “How would I know? You told me to guard the dude. I guarded the dude. I wasn’t aware of a step two.” 
 
    Reno tore up the embankment, stabbing a finger at the ground beside Auggie. “I laid her down right here.” 
 
    His lips clamped to squelch a snicker, the fortsman gave an amused shake of his head. 
 
    “You got something to say?” Auggie delivered a swift boot stomp to the back of his knee, forcing him to the ground. “Do you know where she is?” 
 
    Spitting out a mouthful of sand with a chuckle, the notably un-notable fortsman pushed himself up to his knees. “Me? Why would I know what happened to the trash you left laying around?” 
 
    Reno drew the weapon at his hip, flipped a switch, and made it hum to life. “She’s my sister.” 
 
    Tempting fate in the most suicidal of ways, the young soldier blinked up at Reno and offered him a toothy smile. “Then, you really should keep a better eye on her.” 
 
    A flash of light streaked overhead, setting fire to the sky as a diamond-shaped shuttle blasted overhead. Tilting its wings at a sharp right, it broke the sound barrier with a supersonic pop and vanished. 
 
    “Oops.” The soldier cringed, lifting his shoulders to his ears. “Looks like you missed your chance.” 
 
    “What was that?” Auggie adjusted his grip on his weapon, his nostrils flaring. “Do they have Juneau? Where are they taking her?” 
 
    Sucking air through his teeth, the smug soldier’s eyes crinkled victoriously. “That was a lot of questions. Which should I start with?” 
 
    Chest rising and falling in ragged pants, Reno silently glared him down. 
 
    Auggie cocked his weapon and pressed it to the Fortress soldier’s temple. “Where … is … that … ship … going?” He uttered each word slowly and deliberately, so no part of the underlining threat could be missed. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. By the time you get there, she will be AT-1-NS property. Even more than she already was.” He snorted at his own cruel joke. 
 
    Arching back, Auggie pistol whipped him with the butt of his gun. The strike cracked the fortsman’s cheek, snapping his head to the side. “Don’t make me ask you again. Where is the ship going?” 
 
    The soldier wiped the blood from his split lip on the back of his hand, and spit rust-tinged saliva on Augusta’s boot. “It doesn’t matter. By the time you get there, cadet 1205 will be dead, or … reprogramed. But that’s your main concern, right? Saving one of you, even though you’re all trained to die?” 
 
    Wearing a mask of icy indifference, Reno extended his hand in Auggie’s direction. “Give me your gun.” 
 
    “Reno, I can—” 
 
    From the face of a child, stabbed blind daggers of hate. “Give. Me. The. Gun.” 
 
    “As you wish, little man. But I’m handing it off with the disclaimer that this seems like a bad idea.” Palming the barrel, he offered it to Reno’s grip. 
 
    Reno opened the chamber, dropping the bullets to the ground until only one remained. “Her name is Juneau. She’s a person, not a number.” Spinning the chamber, he locked it into place and squeezed the trigger. The soldier flinched at the click of the empty barrel. “That’s what you all try to make us. Faceless progs you mold and maneuver as you see fit.” 
 
    Once again, he spun the chamber. Shhhhhh. Click. Another empty. Paling in terror, even the fortsman seemed to be calculating the odds of how long his luck could hold out. “We aren’t granted an identity, until you see fit. So many cadets, and that’s the life forced upon them because there’s no other way.” Shhhh. Click. “But Juneau and me? We were different. We had each other from the beginning. She called me Benny. I called her June, after some stupid old movie she forced me to watch from the archives. I could never be the detached soldier I was meant to be, because keeping her safe is more important to me that anything else.” 
 
    Shhhh. Click. Tears zigzagged over the soldier’s cheeks, inaudible prayers for mercy tumbling from his lips. “If only you all realized; you can train us, torture us, kill us, but there’s something deep within each and every child that longs for the connection of family. That you can never break. You walk away from this? You can tell them that for me. Now, where are they taking my sister?” 
 
    “They took her to the Fortress,” the soldier sniveled. “But you’ll—” 
 
    Shhhh. Bam! 
 
    A lone shot rang out, cutting off that sentence in the most final of ways. 
 
    While white wisps of smoke twined from the gun barrel, the fortsman’s body collapsed to the ground. Gaze fixed on the hollowed hole glugging out crimson core, Reno smacked Auggie in the gut with the gun until he pried it from his grip. 
 
    “I’ve never heard him talk that much before,” Detroit muttered for Houston’s ears only, her eyes bulging in disbelief. “It was terrifying.” 
 
    “It came from this direction! Come on!” a voice called out, followed by the rustle of leaves and snap of branches. 
 
    Detroit and Auggie readied their weapons, taking aim in the direction of the incoming ruckus. Honoring his self-made vow, Houston pulled his fists from his sides, prepared for a little old-fashion hand-to-hand combat. Reno didn’t move—his stare still locked at the life he had taken. 
 
    Tatum broke through the clearing, immediately holding up her hands. “Whoa! We … uh,” her gaze flicked to the body slumped on the ground, where a green pallor washed over her features, “came to help.” 
 
    Detroit dropped her arm and tucked her gun into her belt. “That was you, then? That cleared the shoreline for us?” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Tatum forced her gaze from the fallen man. “It was. You can’t sneak off a captain’s ship without them knowing, by the way. The walls have eyes, and they all report back to me.” 
 
    Flanked by roughly a dozen other Floaters, Nicoli crunched through the foliage behind Tatum. The moment his black stare fell on Detroit, he zeroed in with an intensity that caused Houston to bristle. “Are you okay? You’re a disturbing color of purple.” 
 
    “I’m g-g-great,” Detroit stammered through the jaws of another jarring tremor. “Nothing like a brisk polar bear swim.” 
 
    “The Fortress, how do we get there?” Reno rasped, his crystal blue eyes glassed over by shock. 
 
    “It’s a half day trek that way.” Tatum pointed two fingers to the west of them. “But you can see the mountain that houses the caves through that cut up ahead. The people of that camp are far more understanding and compassionate than the rest of us ingrates. They offer refuge to all who seek it. We can stop there to get you warmed up, and into dry clothes. I would even suggest you treat yourselves to a bit of rest, since you decided to forego that last night and make a cloaked departure. Then, as soon as you’re ready, we’ll take you to the Fortress.” 
 
    “We’re ready now,” Reno countered, jabbing his thumb in the wrong direction. “You said it’s that way?” 
 
    “You’re soaked, brother,” Nicoli pointed out, his stare traveling the length of him. “And the day promises to only get colder. There’s a front moving in.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Reno mumbled, stumbling into the trees. “None of it matters. I just … need her back.” 
 
    Dragging her leaden feet forward in an awkward jog, Detroit cut in front of Reno and halted his march with a forearm to his chest. “When you treated the baby, what did you say?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I have to—” 
 
    The team leader cut him off by bumping his breast bone with her arm with a bit more force. “When you treated the baby, what did you say?” she demanded. 
 
    His shoulders sagged with defeat, and his chin fell to his chest. “Swallowing water wasn’t the primary concern. It was the cold.” 
 
    Releasing her hold, Detroit ran a tender hand down the length of his arm. She forced her frozen fingers to link with his, giving his hand a supportive squeeze. “We will get our girl back, Reno. I promise you that. But, to do that, we have to stay alive.” 
 
    “I appreciate the gesture, but your hands are crazy cold.” Reno forced a sad smile as he sniffled, finally looking his thirteen years. 
 
    Letting go, Detroit held her hands out and turned them over in cursory inspection. “Heck, I’m glad you can feel them at all. At this point, I thought they had snapped off.” 
 
    Filling his lungs, Reno exhaled through pursed lips. “We change our clothes, raise our body temps, then we go after her.” 
 
    “With the full fury of hell,” Detroit added, her voice iron-clad conviction. 
 
    Nicoli dragged his tongue over his lower lip, and hitched one brow in Detroit’s direction. “I’m more than willing to offer my services if there are any parts you need help warming.” 
 
    “You need to slow down there, friend,” Houston grumbled the word in an audible threat. “That was a light speed jump from blatant asshole to skeevy creeper.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Tatum shrugged off the canteen strung around her neck and punched her brother in the gut with it. “I’m really looking forward to the day the big guy beats you down. For now, you need to run ahead and give the Cave Dwellers warning that we’re coming. They need to …” stare drifting to the baby, she chose her words carefully, “brace themselves for what’s about to land at their threshold.” 
 
    “If they don’t chase me off, I’ll be keeping a hot spring warm,” Nicoli said with a tossed wink to Detroit, before jogging off through the woods. 
 
    Hands on her hips, Tatum evaluated the shivering team and the Floaters who accompanied her. Shimming out of her woolen overcoat, she nodded her encouragement for her people to do the same. “If you’ve got an extra layer, handed it over. Let’s bundle the baby first, then the rest of them. This will all be for nothing if our spark of rebellion freezes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Every step of their abbreviated trek was biting. The morning chill froze their wet clothes to their skin. Past the point of shivers, they held tight to the promise of relief and trudged on. The baby, however, was in perfect health and more comfortable than any of the others who had gone into the water. Swaddled in layers of the Floaters’ donations, she contently slept in her father’s arms. 
 
    Through breaks in the trees, a mountain swelled before them. Its towering peak of red clay, carved its magnificent glory into the skyline. The people that called it home came out to greet them, filing from the mound like busy carpenter ants. A lion of a man took the helm of the pack, his mocha complexion as rich and vital as that of the earth he strode from. His topaz stare was quick and calculating as he scanned those seeking entry to his treasured home. 
 
    “Tatum, I’m glad you finally took me up on the offer of a visit.” Leaning against an intricately carved walking stick, he spoke in a deep, hypnotically smooth timbre. “I knew, eventually, you would learn that distancing yourself from the problems of the world doesn’t make them go away.” 
 
    Tatum’s mouth opened, only to immediately snap back shut. 
 
    Crossing his arms atop the stick, any easy chuckle rumbled from the barrel chest of the leader of the Cave Dwellers. “See, cousins, this is where she normally tells me I will one day starve by feeding all of the wayward travelers of this world. But since today she counts herself among them, she doesn’t wish to offend and bite the hand that would willingly feed her. What a stifling place, the moral high ground can be.” 
 
    His people—all dressed in revealing, airy fabrics in spite of the cold—chuckled without an ounce of malicious intent. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Tatum shoved off the comforting shawl of her own beliefs and braved the bite of the unknown. “I appreciate your offer of sanctuary, Morgan. I’m sure Nicoli explained these are somewhat sensitive circumstances.” 
 
    The man they now knew as Morgan, dipped his head in a nod of confirmation. “He made some rather wild claims. I expect you have some proof of this infant able to defy the odds?” 
 
    “It’s been roughly forty-six hours since her birth.” Detroit moved to Tatum’s side, mostly out of fear of solidifying to a block of ice if she stood still. “She’s alive, and healthy. Never has she been taken off planet for any kind of testing, or inoculations.” 
 
    An excited buzz rippled through the crowd that Morgan silenced with the raise of his hand. “I always found that claim tough to swallow. Another way for the Fortress to control us using basic, primal fear. For who could be brave, or foolish, enough to risk the safety of their child to prove them wrong? It’s an inhumane form of punishment. In two hours’ time, if that precious life is still thriving, we will all owe great thanks to the parents who took this risk on all our behalf.” With a roll of his wrist, he waved Leif closer. “Please, allow us to look upon your blessing.” 
 
    Uncovering Adalyn’s angelic face, the proud father turned her so everyone could get a glimpse. Cheeks bright with an apricot blush, her lashes fluttered as she slept. 
 
    The crowd welcomed the sight of her as their messiah of hope. 
 
    Hands fluttered up to cover breathless gasps. 
 
    Eyes swam with grateful tears. 
 
    Some fell to their knees. 
 
    Others openly wept. 
 
    Arms were thrown out wide in thanks to a higher power. 
 
    Morgan let his walking stick sag in front of him, and studied that infant’s face as if trying to memorizing every detail. Glancing first to Leif, then Remi, he spoke for every pained soul blessed by their courage. “Thank you, for taking a blind leap of faith so many of us—myself included—were too scared to attempt. Your bravery has been rewarded with the greatest blessing imaginable.” 
 
    Edging closer to Leif’s side, the sleeves of her borrowed coat dangling over her hands, Remi wrapped her arms around him and leaned into the miracle of her little family. 
 
    “Know, that as you go forth from here, the strongest of the Cave Dwellers will accompany you. Ready to sacrifice all to protect the flame of hope that is your child. We invite you to first come inside. Let us all nourish and prepare our vessels for the journey ahead.” Rocking back in a side-step, Morgan welcomed them to the gaping maw of the mountain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Within the caves it was easy to see why the inhabitants opted for lightweight clothing. Lit by torches spaced throughout the catacomb of tunnels and caverns, the mountain held in the heat with a thick balminess that stuck to their skin. Detroit didn’t realize how cold she was until the shock of warmth prickled over her frosted skin like millions of tiny needles. When her teeth resumed their chattering, she didn’t think they would stop. With the force they clapped together, she worried they would crack. 
 
    After handing her a bundle of fresh, dry clothes, members of the Cave Dweller clan showed her to a private grotto carved into the mountain that put the spas back on the AT-1-NS to shame. In the center of the space, a hot spring bubbled against the back wall, steam wafting from its surface in inviting tendrils. Soft flames from an assortment of torches haloed the room in a warm, flickering glow. White towels were folded on a bench formed out of russet rock. Beside it sat clay cups, and a copper canteen of water. Picking it up, Detroit sniffed it. Fresh and clean. Eyeing the hot spring, she made sense of the slight hum echoing through the caves. The Cave Dwellers must have rigged a hydraulic filtration system similar to that of the Floaters. She was trained for that kind of forward thinking. These people took remnants from their crumbling world, and made them a comfortable way of life. Their ingenuity was nothing short of impressive. Pouring herself a cup of water, Detroit sucked it down then treated herself to a refill. 
 
    Detroit glanced back at the entrance to the hollow, groaning at the realization that doors—whether by choice or necessity—were not an option here. Peeling off her cold and crunchy flight suit, and the rather rank pajamas underneath, she opted to leave her bra and panties on due to the lack of privacy. After grabbing her cup of water, she eased herself into the spring. Decadent, frothy warmth licked over her skin, earning an incredibly appreciative moan of delight. 
 
    This moment would be fleeting, of that she held no doubt. Even so, if a moment of heaven was all she was allowed, Detroit fully intended to take advantage of it. Settling in, with the water lapping at her shoulders, she stretched her legs out and wriggled her toes in the spray of bubbles. 
 
    “Oh, shit! Sorry!” a familiar voice yelped, interrupting her serene moment. 
 
    Detroit’s head whipped around to find Houston hovering in the mouth of the grotto, his back respectfully turned to her. 
 
    “They told me to take this room. They didn’t mention it was previously occupied,” he explained, tipping his chin in her direction. 
 
    “Orion’s Belt, Houston, are you blushing?” Detroit laughed. Easing across the hot spring, she rested her chin on the back of her hand. “What happened to the guy that came sauntering into the gym full of swagger and cheesy pick-up lines?” 
 
    “You were … wearing a lot more clothing then.” Houston grimaced as if the words physically pained him. 
 
    A genuine chortle of laughter threatening, Detroit bit down on her lower lip to stifle it. “I’m wearing the equivalent of a swimsuit, and I’m completely under water. You can turn around. I promise it won’t tarnish your virtue.” 
 
    Houston hesitated before turning, giving her an extra beat to change her mind. “I was trying to be respectful. But seeing as we both grew up in the academy, I guess that’s a wasted effort. We’re both used to sharing a bathroom with about a hundred people.” 
 
    Setting her cup on the ground, Detroit pushed back and stroked her arms back and forth through the bubbling water. “Let’s be honest, no one ever gets used to showering with about thirty people at a time, or toilet stalls with no doors. Personal space was a nonissue.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” the fresh clothes he had been given gripped in his fist, Houston let his well-toned arms droop at his sides, “I don’t ever want you to feel like things with us are … forced. I only want to be in your space if you want me there.” 
 
    With that stark sentiment, Detroit felt she was getting her first glimpse at the heart of the kill-shot soldier. She may have his battle strategies memorized, but this was a side of him she had yet to meet. 
 
    Noticing the shivers he was struggling to suppress, she moved to the back of the spring and welcomed him in with a curl of her finger. “There’s nothing forced about this. You’re cold. The water is warm. Amazingly so. Trust me, you will hate yourself if you miss out on this.” 
 
    “You sure?” While rooted where he stood, there was a storm of desire brewing in Houston’s stare that made the breath catch in Detroit’s throat. 
 
    Struck by the intensity carved into his features, bobbing her head was the closest thing to a response Detroit could muster. 
 
    Turning his back yet again, he peeled off his frost-covered flight suit. Detroit tried not to notice the muscles that rippled over his back. Or, how his boxer briefs hugged his thighs, cradled the rise of his tight little butt. 
 
    Her lips pursed, the team leader expelled a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. Mentally, she berated herself for eyeing him like a steak dinner. “There’s fresh water in the canteen if you want some.” 
 
    Raven curls exploding around his face in an inviting disarray, Houston located the water with a glance, then gifted her with a warm smile that made his eyes crinkle at the corners. “Thanks.” 
 
    Unsure where to look, Detroit focused on the torches, then the ridged auburn wall, before settling on her hands beneath the churning waters. 
 
    Oblivious to her awkward struggle, Houston edged toward the spring. The sudden assault of heightened temperatures caused his arms to lock tight to his sides. Hands balling into fists, lingering chills shuddered through him. “Seems my body just remembered it’s cold,” he chuckled through chattering teeth. 
 
    “It gets better once you thaw out a little, I promise.” Her gaze traveled over him for a moment, noticing the chiseled cut of his abs as they drifted down to the deep V of his hips. 
 
    Houston sunk in up to the swell of his pecs, and emitted an appreciative groan. Head falling back against the edge, he let his eyes close until the chills died down. The pair lapsed into a comfortable silence, the sides of their knees brushing beneath the moving waters. 
 
    The moment was so still—so intimate between them—Detroit felt the need to inject the rolls they played if only as a reminder to herself. “How are you coping? The new self-affirmed vow and all?” 
 
    This time, Houston’s chill had nothing to do with body temperature. Eyes popping open, he pushed himself to a more upright position. “I think it’s for the best, all things considered. I don’t want to take another innocent life, even on an off chance. The next time my hand closes around a grip, the barrel will be aimed at someone truly deserving. If not then, never.” 
 
    Detroit scooted to the edge of the makeshift seat within the spring, wishing she could tear out a piece of her own heart if only to heal his. “You can’t blame yourself. You had no way to know. None of us did.” 
 
    Brows lifting, Houston peered back at her with a look of raw honesty. “I can blame myself, and I probably always will. I could have trusted my own eyes, and questioned what I saw. But, I didn’t. Because they train us not to ask questions. Don’t think. Act. Rely on your training and your team above all else. As kids we weren’t given toys to play with. Instead, we were handed guns. We learned a proper take down, but not the comforts of a hug or touch. If nothing else comes of any of this, I want to prevent other kids from growing up the way we did. No child deserves that. I mean, hell, maybe my real family is among the Floaters. You could be a Cave Dweller by blood. We have no way of—” 
 
    Detroit pressed one finger to his lips. 
 
    So many sentiments flooded her mind, meaningless words that could never soothe the festering wounds of his pain. Wetting her lips, she dropped her hand to his arm. Her fingertips brushed his elbow, wandering up his arm until she could weave him into a solid hug. 
 
    Heart pounding against his ribs, Houston didn’t respond immediately, even though the very blood in his veins sang out for the contact. Slowly, he sank into her embrace, finding it more soothing than any hot spring could ever hope to be. Twined in each other’s arms, they stayed there long enough for their drumming pulses to sync. 
 
    Detroit pulled back enough to brush Houston’s cheek with hers, and breathed against his ear, “There are some things you don’t have to be taught.” Her tone wasn’t a bold one, but held the innocent appreciation of their tender touch. 
 
    Drawing his head back, the tip of Houston’s nose teased the side of hers. Their lips tingled with awareness of the veil of space that separated them. Peering into each other’s eyes, they asked the unspoken question. Detroit’s lips parted in submission to the burning desire scorching through her. 
 
    Sweetly suffering with the ache of his own building desire, Houston pulled back. He un-wove her hands from around his neck, held them in his, and dotted a kiss to each. “When we do this, it’s not going to be rushed in between stops or life threatening missions. It’s going to be slow, and sensual enough for us to revel in every moment. And,” one side of his mouth tugging back in a grin, his gaze flicked to the entrance to the grotto, “there will be a door.” 
 
    Laughter shaking her shoulders, Detroit’s chin fell to her chest. She filled her lungs with a steadying breath, and exhaled her way to a clearer head. Pushing back, she regretfully moved back to her seat, all the while keeping her flirtatious stare fixed on him. “When, huh? Not if? Aren’t you the hopefully optimistic one.” 
 
    He bit his lower lip, tossing her a wicked smile that awoke a swarm of butterflies in her belly. “Planning on playing hard to get again?” 
 
    “I was actually referring to us making it out of this alive, but I might,” Detroit lied. Folding her arms behind her head, she leaned her head back against the edge of the spring, seeming oblivious to the sprays of water bubbling over her cleavage. 
 
    Pupils dilating into black pools of longing, Houston’s smile faded along with any reservations he may have had about their exposed location. He pushed off the wall, his lone goal removing the pesky distance between them. That plan was knocked askew by Auggie’s face appearing in the doorway. 
 
    “Hey! You guys are not going to want to miss this! They’re—” Picking up on the distinct feeling he had interrupted something, Augusta’s face split in a knowing grin. “Whatcha guys doin’?” 
 
    Houston’s back scraped against rock in his rapid retreat, and he did his best to feign neutrality. “Nothing. Warming up.” 
 
    “Warming up for what?” Auggie gleefully taunted, wiggling his eyebrows. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Detroit combed her fingers through her wet hair. “What’s going on, Auggie? What don’t we want to miss?” 
 
    “Right!” Auggie’s hand smacked against the curved rock entrance, as if just remembering what brought him there. “The Dwellers are performing some sort of blessing of the day. The entire spectacle would make the poshest AT-1-NS family swoon. Come on.” Pausing, his gaze shifted to the pile of clothes neatly stacked in the corner. “I mean, if you’re done with the skin-on-skin therapy, throw some pants on and let’s go.” 
 
    Detroit started to stand, only to notice how see-through her under garments were when wet. Sinking back into the water, she dragged her tongue over her top teeth. “Uh, would you both mind not looking? Turns out, I am capable of a little modesty.” 
 
    “Better than that, I’ll meet you at the heart of the mountain. Follow the sound of the drum beat,” Augusta instructed, playing air bongos as he jogged off. 
 
    Long lashes brushing the tops of his cheeks, Houston peered up at her. His lips parted. To say what? He didn’t know. The only thing he was certain of, was that their stolen moment was coming to an end, and they’d left so much unsaid. Unwilling, or unprepared, to rush the sentiments of his heart, he clamped his mouth shut around them and closed his eyes as she requested. 
 
    Water sloshed, droplets raining down over her curves, and Detroit stepped from the spring. Houston felt her absence like a punch to the gut, a physical ache at an opportunity wasted. Keeping his eyes shut, he played the scene again in his mind, this time not letting things like vulnerability holding him back. 
 
    “I’m done,” Detroit interrupted his daydream. 
 
    Eyes snapping open, Houston’s head swiveled in her direction. The skin tight lycra he was used to seeing her in had been replaced by loose fitting beige pants, and a tawny shirt knotted at her waist. The warrior was still there, hidden beneath the surface. Yet, as Houston gazed upon the girl with a smattering of freckles dotting the apples of her cheeks, he wondered if this could have been her home had fate not intervened. One possible outcome of a girl riding the winds of destiny. 
 
    Tucking her hair behind her ears, Detroit drifted toward the door. “I guess I could go …” 
 
    “No.” Houston rose out of the water, his arms at his sides. Biting the inside of his cheek, he reveled in her gaze wandering over him with visible appreciation. “We can walk together. Hand me a towel?” 
 
    Cheeks blooming to the bright pink of daybreak, Detroit scooped up the towel while trying to remember how to accomplish some sort of neutral facial expression. She closed the gap between them, and offered it to him, enjoying the exquisite tingle of his skin brushing hers with the delicate encounter. Houston caught the towel, and tugged her closer still. 
 
    Damp chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm, he curled his finger under her chin and tipped her face to his. 
 
    Detroit’s breath teased over his cheeks in hypnotic waves, urging the words she longed to hear from his lips. 
 
    A victim of the millions of jumbled thoughts swirling through his mind, Houston found himself unable to pluck one worthy of her. 
 
    Stumped by his silence, Detroit pulled back, her hand slowly sliding away from his. “We need to hurry. Reno will want to get moving as soon as we’ve eaten.” 
 
    Tugging on his shirt, Houston cursed under his breath. If he wanted the perfect opportunity to tell her what she meant to him, that was it. And, he let it slip right through his fingers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    From inside of the catacombs, it was nearly impossible to tell the time of day. Sunlight couldn’t filter in through those thick stone walls, making the ever burning torches a necessity. Be that as it may, the caves sparked with energy and optimism. Every face the A-5 passed beamed with warm welcome. It only took two turns into their journey toward the center of the mountain for them to hear the steady thumping Auggie playfully pantomimed. It beat in a joyful call to gather, causing a pulse of life and fellowship to flow through every cave and tunnel. 
 
    At the core of it all, was the heart. A capacious cavern alive with activity. In the center of the great hall, various meats roasted on a spit over a crackling fire. On carved stone pedestals around that a bountiful feast was spread for all to enjoy. Vegetables, fruit, breads, and nuts were splayed out for the nourishment of the clan. Off to the side, drummers swayed to the music while pounding out a jubilant melody. Dancers moved around them, throwing their bodies up, down, and all around in an exuberant celebration that couldn’t be tamed. 
 
    Inching around Leif and Remi, Detroit rubbed a delicate hand over the stop of Adalyn’s head, only to be greeted by merry spit bubbles in return. So engrossed was the team leader in the fluidity of the dancers, she could barely tear her eyes off them as she ventured farther in to fill her clay plate. Taking a cross-legged seat on the floor among the other feasting Cave Dwellers, she bobbed along to the beat thumping through her. 
 
    “Did you see Auggie out there?” Houston asked, easing down beside her. 
 
    Pinching a strip of bacon between her fingers, Detroit nodded and treated herself to a bite. “Hard to miss him,” she chuckled around the mouthful. 
 
    Clustered by the other dancers, Auggie threw his body into random motions. Arms flying, he kicked out his legs as he spun in free form twirls. The smile beaming from his face radiated his inner light for all to see. 
 
    Their earlier conversation still fresh in her mind, Detroit bumped Houston’s shoulder with hers. “You said I could be a Cave Dweller? No way. It’s Auggie all the way. Back on the starship he was all animosity and venom. Here, even though we’ve found ourselves in a world of crap, he managed to set himself free. He just needed to shake off the conformity forcing him down a path of self-destruction.” 
 
    “I’m probably a Floater,” Houston mused, gnawing on a skewer of chicken. “Stay out of the drama at all cost. Unless, said drama involved this chicken. I’m fairly certain I would go to war for more of this. How do they season it? It’s incredible!” 
 
    “Probably by feeding it natural seeds and grain, and not processed chemicals just to fatten it up.” Reaching over, Detroit stole a hunk of it off his plate. 
 
    “So, what do you think you are? If you had to guess?” Willing to swap food for food, Houston treated himself to a piece of her bacon. 
 
    “I’m an Air Walker, for sure.” She nodded, sucking the chicken juice from her fingertips. “I mean, did you see that reverend? Her cool aloofness and belittling tone? I wanted her to adopt me and question my every decision.” 
 
    Laughing, Houston chomping down on a grape. “That’s the dream.” 
 
    Nowhere near ready to join them on their fictional journey of self-discovery, Reno’s boot poked Houston’s hip. 
 
    “We eat, then we move.” He shook the handful of almonds in his fist before tossing a couple in his mouth. Casting an accusatory glare in Auggie’s direction, judgment dripped from his tone. “Those that can’t tear themselves from the festivities can stay behind.” Leaving his disclaimer hovering in the air, like a dangling dagger, the heartsick twin moved toward the exit in anticipation of their departure. 
 
    “Air Walker, for sure,” Houston and Detroit said in unison, and erupted in a fit of giggles. 
 
    Suffering a wave of guilt at the anxious hunch of Reno’s shoulders, the laughter died on Detroit’s lips. “We need to eat fast. I have no doubt he’ll leave without us.” 
 
    The pair were silently working their way through their platefuls, when Morgan entered the heart of the mountain with his arms thrown out wide in grand spectacle. The dancers stilled. Conversation faded. Drums quieted to background music, allowing all attention to swivel toward their charismatic leader. 
 
    “Cousins,” Morgan boomed, “we have been granted a new day! Let us give thanks!” 
 
    An uproarious cheer rose from the crowd, and the festivities launched to a frenzied new peak. The drum cadence lifted, launching the dancers into movements of choreographed poetry. Augusta attempted to bow out of the fray, only to be encouraged by the others to stay. Keeping an eye on him, they guided him through the motions. 
 
    Morgan worked his way through the crowd, accepting greetings and gifts from all he passed. A heaping plate of food. Blessings for a prosperous day. A full stein of fresh squeezed juice. Whatever they could bestow on him, be it only a kind word, was offered up with a grateful heart. Passing Adalyn, nestled in her mother’s arms, the leader of the Cave Dwellers dipped his head in a show of respect. Greetings given and received, Morgan sat down beside Houston and bobbed his head in a nod of acknowledgement to the dancers. 
 
    Wiping the juice from fresh strawberries on his pants—an act that would be scoffed at by his Undertaker—Houston turned to Morgan with a face full of gratitude. “Thank you for welcoming us into your home. I know times have been hard for everyone as of late. We don’t take you sharing your resources with us lightly.” 
 
    “We are blessed with a bounty only to share it with others.” Morgan’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he studied the movements of the dancers as if seeing the story they told for the very first time. “That is how we repay Mother Mountain’s kindness. This particular dance symbolizes that very thing. See how their arms arch over their heads? That is thanking Her for providing us shelter. The sharp kicks of their feet are the flames of the fire that burns for our warmth and protection. Now, the roll of their fingers lifts their hands skyward in honor of the plants that grow on the face of the mountain. Can you guess what the churning hips represent?” 
 
    “All of my answers are going to be dirty,” Houston admitted, treating himself to the last of his chicken. 
 
    Detroit delivered a sharp elbow to Houston’s ribs. “The water?” she guessed. 
 
    “Very good, cousin! That’s correct. Through water we draw power, life, and warmth.” Morgan’s braids bobbed in his enthusiastic nod. “See how they hunch their bodies? These are the animals drawn to the fresh mountain springs, that we hunt for our nourishment. We are gifted all of this by living our lives in a way that honors Mother Mountain. She does not want us to horde her blessings, and send others away. All are welcome, and all are allowed to look upon her beauty and celebrate her splendor.” 
 
    “Still,” setting his plate down in front of him, Houston rubbed his hands together to shake off the crumbs, “you know the risk you took allowing us to come here. We owe our thanks to you for that.” 
 
    For a moment, Morgan’s joyous state was shadowed by dark clouds of the past. “I will never forget the face of the sweet baby girl my wife and I handed over to the men of the Fortress, thinking we were doing what was right by her. Her soft skin was the color of melted caramel. Tight little pin curls decorated her head like a cap. She had her mother’s pink lips, and my eyes.” Chin falling to his chest, his jaw tensed. “She was such a strong baby. We were confident that she would sail through the inoculation process without difficulty, and be returned to us in no time. Back then, they still held on to fictitious promise. Of course, that day … would never come. Unable to handle the loss, my wife took her own life. She scaled the highest peak of Mother Mountain, and tried to soar out above the pain.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Houston muttered, hating how weak the words sounded in the face of such real pain. 
 
    Biting the inside of her cheek, Detroit dove into her memories, searching the faces of the cadets for one that could possibly belong to Morgan and his dearly departed wife. 
 
    Morgan turned to Houston, a wash of tears brightening eyes. “Even pain is given for a reason. Had those pieces of my heart not left me, I may not have felt such a strong pull to protect the young life you brought here and all that she represents. Each breath she draws is proof of the lies and manipulations of the Sky People. All need to know of how she thrives, that they need not fear the unknown, but grow strength in the truth.” 
 
    Hating the bite of his next words, Houston forced himself to speak them. “And you know war is coming for us all?” 
 
    Fire ignited in the deep pools of Morgan’s stare, chasing away his melancholy. “We need to come together, and rise up. Stealing the food from our plates, and children from our arms, is the vilest form of evil I can think of. That is a fight worth spilling blood over.” 
 
    Be it timing or circumstance, the gods of war were summoned by that bold claim. Their arrival was marked by the explosive boom that shook through the mountain, eliciting panicked shrieks from the gathered clan. Pebbles rained down from above. Rock slides formed hurdles in the main passage ways. Houston planted a hand on the ground, moving to bound to his feet, when Morgan caught his arm and held him back. 
 
    “Whatever follows, know that none among the Cave Dwellers hold blame or regret over siding with you.” Leaping to his feet with surprising agility for a man his age, Morgan flipped his walking stick over in his palm to brandish it like a weapon. A snap of his fingers over his head, and the leader of the Dwellers was instantly joined by the warriors of his clan. Men and women pulled spears and daggers, and awaited the call to war. 
 
    The crowd by the entrance parted, allowing three Cave Dwellers to stumble into the fray. One of the men completed his shuffled trek to Morgan, before collapsing in the outstretched arms of his leader. His skin, like the others, was pocked with angry red welts. Blood streamed from his ears. Foam gathered at the corners of his mouth. 
 
    Before his eyes rolled back, the wilting Dweller rasped, “The baby. They want … the baby.” 
 
    “Tend to them!” Morgan bellowed, lowering the man to the ground. 
 
    Armed with fresh mud and cloth to clean and treat the wounds, the Healers of the clan needed no further direction. 
 
    Gathered in a tight huddle with his warriors, Morgan spoke in a hushed whisper as he formed their battle plan. 
 
    On her feet in a blink, Detroit wove through the growing chaos to insert herself in the Cavers’ growing militia. Planting herself in front of Morgan, she stared up at the mountainous man. “This is our fight, not yours.” 
 
    None among them looked at her with malice, but with a calm resolve that refused to bend. 
 
    “No, child,” Morgan soothed. Clapping his walking stick against the earth, he signaled his warriors to move out in a tight formation. “It’s up to the five of you to protect that baby and get her family to safety.” 
 
    His instruction was cut off by another thunderous explosion that rocked through the mountain. 
 
    “Where are Tatum and her crews? We stand a better chance if we gather together and fight!” Detroit insisted, scanning the frenzied crowd for the Floaters. 
 
    Morgan’s fist tightened around his staff, fury building at any that would dare attack sacred Mother Mountain. “Your friends left to gather more of their people. They won’t be back in time. That child’s only chance is for us to create a diversion while you run. There is a way out near the mountain’s summit, and a footpath that will lead you down. Go now. Follow the tunnels up at quick as you can. We will hold them off as long as we’re able. That child is everything. Do not fail.” 
 
    Charging after his men with his stick raised over his head, a booming battle cry tore from Morgan’s lungs. Unaccustomed to being on the outside of the fray, Detroit stared after him in stupefied confusion. 
 
    “This way!” a stunning beauty with midnight black skin and a brilliant smile called, snapping the team leader from her reverie. Gesturing to the A-5, she waved them toward the back wall of the gathering space. “Hurry now!” 
 
    Houston puffed out his cheeks, and exhaled through pursed lips. “I don’t see too many other alternatives. Dee, lead the way. I’ll bring up the rear and make sure we all stay together.” 
 
    Fearful Reno would use this as a diversion to take off after his sister, Detroit caught his wrist and dragged him alongside her. Houston and Auggie boxed in the young family, herding them in the direction of their guide. 
 
    Chin quivering with a terrified sob, Remi held Adalyn tight to her chest. Fear of losing hold of her child a second time slowed her steps, causing clusters of people to insert themselves between them and the others. 
 
    “Let me take the baby.” Leif scooped Adalyn from her mother’s arms, careful to keep an eye on which direction the rest of the team had gone. 
 
    “Hold her head,” Remi reminded him, situating another blanket around the child. 
 
    “I’ve got her! Move!” Cradling her like the most precious football ever in existence, Leif tucked her to her chest and ran. 
 
    They caught up to the others just as back to back booms quaked through the mountain, triggering trickles of rock that streamed down from above. They launched themselves into the tunnels, fear of being buried alive quickening their climb. Thighs burning, they wove their way upward. Gasping for breath out of equal parts thinning air and narrowed passageways, they had no choice but to ignore their discomfort and push on. 
 
    As they rounded a sharp corner, their guide pulled up short. Driven by momentum, Detroit bowled past her only to be caught by lightning fast reflexes. 
 
    “Stop!” the guard screamed, catching hold of the back of Detroit’s shirt. 
 
    Wind whipped at the team leader’s cheeks, blowing her hair back. Eyes bulging, she swallowed down the nausea of slamming into a wall of vertigo. Toes on the edge of a cliff, she peered down from between clouds to the ground below. 
 
    Catching her elbow, their kindly guide eased her back. “Easy now.” 
 
    “Found the other exit,” Detroit squeaked, backpedaling from the deadly precipice. 
 
    “It comes up fast. You’ll know that now when you go back out there.” She poked her head out to make sure their route was clear, and sunlight glistened over their guide’s features. 
 
    Eyebrows disappearing into her hairline, Detroit responded with a series of rapid blinks. “I’m sorry, back out there? There is no ground. Just a sharp drop straight down. I don’t know what people down here believe about our team, but we can’t actually fly.” 
 
    “Out and to the right,” she explained with a compassionate smile. “There’s a ledge you will have to shimmy across, with your back to the rock, for about six paces. After that, it opens up to a path that’s easier to maneuver.” 
 
    “Leif, the baby!” Remi’s hands gripped the hem of Adalyn’s blanket in white-knuckled fists. 
 
    Without a word, the guide untied the belt knotted around her middle. “Lift her to your chest,” she directed the new father. Tying the belt under Adalyn’s rump and around his waist, her nimble fingers crisscrossed the remaining fabric into a tightly woven carrier she then knotted behind Leif’s neck. 
 
    Screams in the distance preempted another earth-trembling blast. 
 
    “What is that?” Remi’s head snapped around in search of the cause. 
 
    Hands on either side of the mouth of the cave, Detroit peeked out to locate the ledge. “My best guess? An ultrasonic weapon. Its ammunition is energy itself. It has both psychological and physical effects. While inaudible, the high-pitched noise it makes is what I’m betting made those Cavers’ ears bleed. Their burns came from acoustic projectiles fired from infrasonic generators within the barrels. It can also cause vomiting, organ damage, and even death. From what I’ve read, it’s excruciatingly painful. Therefore, we need to get as far from here as possible while there is still a mountain between us and them.” 
 
    Tugging on her harness contraption, the guide tested its stability. “That should hold. Just use one hand to hold the baby, and one to guide you along the rock.” 
 
    “Not one part of that was reassuring,” Leif grumbled. Rising on tiptoe, he peered over Detroit’s shoulder to the steep drop-off below. 
 
    Detroit fixed on her soldier façade, and turned on her heel to lock stares with Leif before either of them could second guess their decision. “I’ll go first, so I can be there to help you along. Houston will be on this side to help stabilize you as long as he can. We’ll get you through this. All you have to do is trust us. Can you do that?” 
 
    Gaze drifting to Remi, Leif waited for her to nod before mirroring the gesture. “You’ve spent your entire lives training for situations like this. Seems I couldn’t ask for a better group to walk me through my nightmare.” 
 
    “Dee, you sure you want to be the first one to— Annnnd she’s gone …” Augusta’s concerned sentiment trailed off as Detroit inched out on the ledge and disappeared around the corner. 
 
    The wind whipping past her ears added a shrieking whistle to Detroit’s building trepidation. Oddly enough, she never considered if she had a fear of heights until that precarious moment. Toes dangling over the edge of the narrow ridge, she gaped down at the plummet and tossed around the notion that she would have a good long while to scream herself hoarse before hitting the bottom. 
 
    Trying to casually hum her way to a clearer state of mind, Detroit fixed her stare straight ahead. With nothing to see but gray skies and heavy clouds, she kept her fingertips pressed to the jagged rock, allowing the scraps of the jagged rock surface to reassure her in its unwavering stability. Sure, people were currently trying to crumble it to the ground, but now wasn’t the time to focus on that. 
 
    Leaning out of the hollow, Houston evaluated her progress and course. Face white-washed of emotion, he allowed no outward display of the terror gripping him. Or how his heart was hammering against his ribs to see the bits of rock crumbling beneath Detroit’s delicate perch. “You’re almost there,” he encouraged, tone calm and commanding. “Lean your shoulders back against the rock to counter the wind.” 
 
    His voice in her ear provided the comfortable routine of countless missions, a familiarity Detroit could sink into. Scooting her feet little by little, she inched along. As her chest rose and fell in ragged pants, she fought to steady it for the sake of balance. 
 
    “Only a couple more steps. Your heels are wandering. Get them back. Feel them scuff the wall with each movement.” Closing her eyes, Detroit heard Houston’s directions in Lansing’s voice. She could practically see her Undertaker’s robotic stare flicking over the read out screen with its blue light cast over her silicone features. 
 
    Three more shuffled sidesteps and the ledge broadened to a width that allowed the team leader to exhale the tense breath she didn’t realize she was holding. Eyes snapping open, she gazed down at the walking trail carved into rock that zigzagged down the face of the mountain. In the distance, she could see the Air Walker’s camp. Hiding beneath those airborne huts, they had seemed to stretch to the sky. From her new vantage point, they looked like little more than a hop to the ground from their highest peak. 
 
    “You okay?” Houston’s firm tone faltered just enough to let hints of his concern seep through the cracks. 
 
    Eyes wide with relief, Detroit threw him a smile that boarded on manic. “I’m great! Nothing to it but mind-numbing fear. Send Leif out. We need to get everyone across while the mountain is still and cooperating.” 
 
    Holding the nervous father by the forearm, Houston guided him out of the open crevice. Leif risked a glance down, and muttered every bad word he knew in a steady exhalation. 
 
    Grip on Adalyn tightening, his head snapped frantically from side to side. “No. I can’t do this. There has to be another way.” 
 
    “There isn’t,” Houston countered, his tone leaving no wiggle room for further arguments. I’ll keep hold of you as long as I can, and Detroit will grab you as soon as she can reach. There will only be a couple steps in the middle where you have to go it alone, but you’ve totally got this.” 
 
    As if to provide an effective counterpoint, another ultrasonic vibration shuddered the earth beneath their feet. 
 
    “We need to move!” Auggie shouted from his position at the back of the pack. “The walls are caving in. One more quake, and we will all be dangling on that ledge together!” 
 
    Shuffling forward at a snail’s pace, Leif deliberated over the best way to approach the ridge. “Should I face the wall, so the baby is safe? It doesn’t seem right to have her dangling over the edge.” 
 
    “Leif, be careful!” Steadying herself against the cave wall, Remi watched chunks of rock slide down the wall and block off the path their guide disappeared down in search of her own family. Having not heard a scream of any kind, she was choosing to believe their savior made it through without getting crushed under a boulder. 
 
    “I know it doesn’t feel right, but you need to keep your back to the wall,” Houston directed, as he placed his hands on Leif’s shoulders and helped maneuver him into the safest position. “With her in, you can’t step in tight like you need to.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Leif took his first sidestep onto the ledge. At the rush of wind that slammed his back against the wall, he caught Houston’s hand and squeezed it hard enough to bruise muscle. “Please, for the life of my child, don’t let go.” 
 
    “Hey, look at me,” Houston demanded in the same authoritative voice his teammates had heard him use a million times before. “We will not fail you. All you have to do is hold tight to that little girl … and walk.” 
 
    “I can do that. I can do that,” Leif chanted to himself. Tentative steps edged farther out. With one hand on Adalyn’s rump, fear quickened his pace to a speed that could easily become disastrous. 
 
    Reaching for him with growing unease, Detroit tried to keep her own apprehension from becoming obvious. “You’re doing great, Leif. Great job. But I need you to do me a favor and slow down a little bit.” 
 
    His steps halted entirely. “Why? Is something wrong?” 
 
    Doing her best not to notice the sliver of rock crumbling at the toe of his boot, Detroit forced a smile that came nowhere near reaching her eyes. “You’re doing fantastic. I just needed a beat to get my footing ready to reel you in. I’m ready for you. Come on.” 
 
    Filling his lungs to capacity, Leif expelled a calming breath and resumed his awkward shuffle—this time, with a noticeably more cautious pace. Houston kept a hand on him as long as he was able, his fingers stretching long after that, if only to offer the idea of support. 
 
    The few heartbeats when he was out of reach of both of the A-5ers stretched on like a tortuous eternity. Breaths held, no one risked so much as a blink. 
 
    “She’s got him!” Houston sounded the celebratory call the instant Detroit’s hand closed around Leif’s wrist. 
 
    Easing the trembling father toward her perch, Detroit caught his stare and held firm. “You’re almost there. Just a couple more steps.” Stepping aside to welcome him to more steady ground, she did a cursory inspection to confirm Adalyn’s safety. “See? Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” Houston called, Reno’s ginger ringlets poking out beside him. 
 
    “The baby is safe!” she shouted, waving them over. “Now, move your asses!” 
 
    One by one, they ushered each member of their group over in that same practiced method. When only Houston remained, Detroit anticipated him making the entire journey without her aid. Even so, she kept her hand outstretched, offering him that lifeline if he chose to take it. To her surprise, his fingers curled around hers. Waves of warmth coursed down her arm, causing her heart to lurch in a stutter-beat. Curling her fingers around his, she drew him closer until they stood chest to chest, with each other’s breath tickling over their cheeks. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist. You know, you’d make a great team leader.” Houston grinned, stare focused on the curve of her lips. 
 
    “You think so? I was planning on petitioning for the job,” she said with a wink, and swiveled back into warrior mode. 
 
    “We moving out, Captain Badass?” Augusta asked, sizing up their route down. 
 
    Detroit’s mouth swung open to voice her hatred for moniker, only to reconsider. “You know what? That one isn’t bad. Let’s move.” 
 
    The path may have widened, but the deadly drop-off still loomed mere inches away. Playing it safe, they moved at a silent, steady pace. The trail led down the highest peak of the mountain, through jutting hills of rock that spilled out close to the Air Walkers’ camp. 
 
    Any progress they thought they were making veered off course when the sharp ping of a laser blast caused a spray of rubble to explode next to Detroit’s foot. 
 
    “Take cover!” the team leader ordered, flattening her back against the mountain. 
 
    The shooters were easy to find. 
 
    Clad in the latest issue grappling climbers, soldiers from the Fortress scaled the terrain with arachnid ease. They need only move their arms and legs, and the machinery laced around their limbs did the rest. Spikes stabbed into the mountain with a mechanical whir, locking into place and propelling them higher. It would only take minutes for them to make up the distance between them. 
 
    Shoving off the wall, Detroit screamed her face red. “Run!” 
 
    Rapid-fire pops rang out, spurring them on—the team’s only blessing being the angle the shooters dangled at, hindering their ability to get a clean shot. Even that would be a short lived as the assailants hoisted themselves toward the walking trail. 
 
    “I can take them out while they’re still climbing!” Detroit shouted, grabbing for her gun. 
 
    Head swiveling, Houston took all of three seconds to evaluate the range, distance, and situation. “Save your ammo! We need to get that baby off this rock!” 
 
    “That’s going to be a lot harder when they’re on solid ground and closing in!” Detroit argued, hurdling over a boulder in her path. 
 
    Finger itching to pull a trigger, Houston’s stare darkened to a storm of chaos. “Exchange gunfire here is too risky. Dodge a bullet, lose your footing, and that’s the end. We need flat terrain. Look for caves we can duck into, or easier paths down!” 
 
    “They aren’t going to let us off this mountain!” Remi seized the back of Leif’s shirt, as if that simple act could bind them together and protect them. 
 
    “We’re not going to give them that option.” Pulling up short, Auggie jerked his head at a break in the path. It was rockier than their trail, and would require quite a bit more maneuvering. The upside being, it ventured down at a steeper pitch than their current gradual stroll to doom. 
 
    “Halt!” the soldiers behind them bellowed. Feet settling on to the path, they raised their weapons to shoulder level. “Our only directive is for the child! Hand it over, and we can let you walk free!” 
 
    Catching up with Auggie, Houston evaluated the course change. “You’re going to need time to make that climb.” 
 
    Warning sirens blared in Detroit’s mind, their clanging urgency rattling through her skull. “You said you’re.” 
 
    “This doesn’t need to get messy. Just give us the child,” the fortsman leading the horde called, slinking closer with careful side-steps. 
 
    “You’re not touching my daughter!” Remi boomed in full mama bear rage. 
 
    Gaze flicking over Detroit’s face, Houston’s features softened with melancholy defeat. “All they’re after is the baby.” 
 
    Hands protectively cradling his daughter, Leif’s upper lip curled into a snarl. “They’ll get her over my dead body!” 
 
    If Houston heard Leif’s protest, it didn’t register. Closing the distance between himself and Detroit, he dropped his voice to a whisper. “Rally as many of the clans as you can. Storm the Fortress, and get Juneau back.” 
 
    Reluctantly tearing himself away, the senior member of the A-5 cast a nod to Augusta and Reno. 
 
    A simple gesture to unravel them all. 
 
    Auggie inched in close to Leif, with Reno tucked in tight to his shoulder. 
 
    “We will open fire!” one among the team of soldiers warned. “Don’t let it end like this!” 
 
    Catching Houston’s arm, Detroit forced him to face her. “Whatever you’re thinking, there’s another way. You don’t have to do anything stupid.” 
 
    A sad smile tugged back one corner of Houston’s mouth as he cradled Detroit’s face in his palm and dotted a tender kiss to her forehead. Eyes closed, he breathed in her scent for a beat, then shoved her toward the newly discovered route with gentle insistence. 
 
    Lunging for Adalyn, a scuffle broke out between him and the panicked father. Or, so it seemed. Detroit’s vantage point allowed her to see every step of the intricate choreography. Auggie had thumbed loose the tie around Leif’s neck, then seized hold of the stunned father at the same instant Houston’s hands closed around the blankets the baby had been wrapped in. While Auggie wrenched Leif around, seemingly tossing him aside, Houston wrapped the blankets around his own forearm and cradled the staged bundle to his chest. Leif’s angled posture made it easy for him to hand over the baby to Reno, who carefully hid her behind Auggie’s back. 
 
    Whether Remi understood what was happening or not, she added realism to the charade her frantic shrieks. “Please! Give her back to me!” 
 
    “Son! Don’t do anything stupid!” The lead soldier clicked the safety off his weapon in open threat. 
 
    In the midst of the frenzy, Houston saw nothing except Detroit’s face. Heels inching toward the drop-off, only clouds stood between him and the earth below. 
 
    Taking advantage of the distraction, Reno was the first to slip off down the new path with Adalyn in tow. 
 
    Tips of her fingers reaching for Houston’s hand, Detroit slowly edged closer with a hot rush of tears welling in her eyes. “Don’t do this. Please. I need you … here, with me.” 
 
    “Step away from that ledge! Or we will shoot!” 
 
    Head tilted in her direction, heart-felt truth radiated from the depths of Houston’s soul. “You were my pleasant apocalypse.” Throwing himself back in a reverse swan-dive, he hurled himself and the bundled blankets off the cliff. 
 
    An anguished wail ripping from her throat, Detroit could do nothing but watch as he disappeared into the clouds. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Repel down! Claim the bodies, now!” the soldier in charge shouted to his men. Leveling his gun, he turned on the Detroit. “I’ll take care of the rest of them.” 
 
    Detroit pulled an assault rifle in one hand, and a ZiP pistol in the other, before stomping toward the troop and opening up both barrels. Missing those retreating down the mountainside, she concentrated her attention on the brave moron who hung back. One of her bullets slammed into his shoulder, pinwheeling him around with his finger on the trigger. Arm flinging wide, he squeezed off one last shot. 
 
    When Detroit flung herself out of range, her boot slipped on crumbled rock. Arms wind-milling to catch her balance, she was seconds from following Houston off the cliff when a hand caught her wrist and pulled her back. 
 
    “Don’t let his sacrifice be for nothing,” Augusta growled. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Auggie’s trail turned out to be an obstacle course of jutting boulders and slippery terrain. 
 
    Detroit experienced none of it. 
 
    Locked in a loop of misery, she watched Houston fall time and again. Studying each detail, she tortured herself with what she could have done differently to change the horrific outcome. Acted quicker when she noticed his look of anguished acceptance? Wrap a stone in the baby’s blanket and whip that over the edge? Scream that she loved him? Try to catch him? What would it have taken? Could she have changed things at all? 
 
    By the time her boots settled into the dirt on solid ground, the team leader had worked herself up into a lather of rage. The constellations must have pitied her grief, because they blessed her with sounds of a scuffle coming from the mouth of the mountain. Without hesitation, Detroit’s boots rerouted her path. 
 
    Remi did a double take as the team leader strode off. “Detroit, come on! We have to get the baby out of here!” 
 
    “I’ll catch up,” Detroit rumbled, not bothering to pause or glance back. 
 
    “Where’s she going?” Remi asked, bouncing Adalyn as she began to fuss. 
 
    Catching hold of her upper arm, Auggie guided mother and baby toward the forest. “She’s in search of catharsis of the bloodiest sort.” 
 
    “Will she be okay?” 
 
    “Honestly?” Augusta admitted with a lift of his shoulder. “I’d be more concerned for the poor souls that cross her path.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Morgan and his warriors had been forced to their knees. Fingers laced behind their heads, blood trickled from their ears. 
 
    “You live in this mountain, because we allow you to,” the fortsman holding the ultrasonic weapon armed trooper bellowed, the tendons of his neck bulging. “Your entire way of life is possible because we have measures in place to keep you safe. Yet, how do you repay us? By jeopardizing everything we’ve built by not handing over an infected child!” 
 
    So confident were the soldiers in the potency of that single weapon, that the other four men stationed there took no part in the brutal questions. Instead, armed with their special grade earplugs, they busied themselves collecting the Cave Dweller’s spears and bows. 
 
    Morgan caught a glimpse of Detroit stalking straight for them, and bristled out of concern for the slight girl. Spine straightening, he shook his head as subtly as he could in hopes it would hinder her advance. 
 
    Following his stare, the armed soldier glanced over his shoulder, nostrils flaring at the sight of what appeared to be yet another Cave Dweller. “Stop right there! You want to see me fire this directly at your friends here? Point blank range will explode organs. Don’t test me, girl!” A press of one button made the weapon whine to life, powering up to fire. 
 
    Detroit didn’t slow or stop. Training taught her that the ultrasonic needed ninety seconds to charge to full power. She wouldn’t need but half that to get it out of his grip. Craving a little hand-to-hand release, she had even kept her own weapons holstered. 
 
    “I said freeze!” the enraged soldier warned. Finger hovering over the trigger, he jammed the wide barrel to Morgan’s forehead. “I will blow is brain out the back of his skull!” 
 
    “That’s not how that weapon works,” Detroit growled through her teeth. Raising one foot, she boot-stomped the side of his knee, dislocating it with a sickening thunk. 
 
    Shrieking in anguish, he sagged to the ground, his hold on the weapon drooping. Detroit stretched her arm across her chest, driving her elbow down fast and hard. His nose exploded in a soaking spray of blood. 
 
    Morgan jumped to his feet, caught the loose weapon, and aimed it at the soldiers rushing to the aid of their man. 
 
    While their steps slowed, they continued their advance. 
 
    “You won’t fire that,” a lanky trooper with a shock of platinum hair sneered. “Not when you know what it’s doing to your precious mountain.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Morgan admitted, dragging his tongue across his top teeth. Pushing the button to deactivate its charge, he held it against his hip. “Then again, maybe I don’t need to.” 
 
    None of the four remaining Fortress men noticed the Floaters creeping out of the trees behind them. Nicoli and Tatum slunk in on whispered steps, limbs taut and ready for battle. 
 
    Grabbing the bleeding trooper by the back of his collar, Detroit flung him to the ground and shifted her stare to the others who had yet to realize the tables had turned. 
 
    “Her?” Towhead snorted, sizing her up and finding her lacking. “We can bat her around a little bit, if it’ll make you feel like she actually stood a chance.” 
 
    Nicoli inched up behind him, catching Towhead by the throat. Pinning him to his chest, he whispered against the shocked soldier’s ear, “Brave words. Let’s see how you fair against her one-on-one.” With that, he shoved the gasping fortsman into Detroit’s reach. 
 
    Stumbling forward, Towhead fell to his knees at Detroit’s feet. His head tipped slowly, in anticipation of her strike. 
 
    “Get up,” she muttered in a hiss as deadly as a razor’s edge. 
 
    As he rose to his feet, the remaining soldiers tried to casually sneak back toward the forest behind him. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” Morgan tsked, clapping the ultrasonic barrel against his palm. “I think you need to stay and watch this.” 
 
    That sentiment was enforced by his fellow Cave Dwellers closing in a tight formation around them to pin them where they stood … and rid them of their protective ear plugs. 
 
    Assuming a wide-legged stance, Detroit calmly folded her hands in front of her and waited for Towhead to get to his feet. 
 
    He towered over her by a good ten inches. The size difference allowed him to glare down the bridge of his nose at her like she was nothing more than an insignificant bug he could squash underfoot. “You should have taken your shot when I was on the ground. That’s the only way you’ll ever—” 
 
    His words were cut off by a pained huff. The air was forced from his lungs by Detroit’s hand shooting out, the heel of her palm slamming into his solar plexus. 
 
    Mouth hanging open, Towhead gasped for a breath he simply couldn’t claim. His knees sunk to the ground, his fingers clawed into the dirt. 
 
    “What’s happening right now is a spasm in your diaphragm. It hurts like hell, and if it doesn’t relax in time, you will lose consciousness. Don’t worry, it’s not fatal. You will wake up and remember this moment.” Squatting down beside him, Detroit ducked her head into his eye line and forced him to look at her. “Which is good, because I want you and your friend to tell everyone what’s about to happen.” 
 
    The team leader of the Apocalypse Five rose to full height and turned in a slow circle, watching the crowd grow around her. Cave Dwellers poured from the mouth of their now tattered home. Floaters appeared from behind the trees. Even Leif and Auggie stumbled out into the clearing, having been unable or unwilling to leave without her. Detroit let them take in the spectacle with wide-eyed wonder, marinating in the possibility of hope before she uttered a word. 
 
    Filling her lungs, she lifted her voice in a commanding boom that echoed through the valley. “For too long, you’ve been divided. Forced apart, to survive in the only way you know how. Look what we can accomplish when come together! They’ve lied to you, and manipulated you while this world crumbles. Promising protection they never delivered. Let today be all the proof you need that you need no help from a starship above, or a camp that demands your subservience. We can take this world back, if we work together! Those that remain of the Apocalypse Five …” voice cracking from emotion, Detroit forced herself shake it off and press on, “are headed to the Fortress. Join us and we can claim that base, and chase those sons-a-bitches back to the stars where they belong!” 
 
    The moment of silence that followed stretched on long enough for Detroit to fear her message had missed its mark. Nicoli was the first to respond. Raising his hand to shoulder height, his fingers curled into a fist with his thumb out in the sign language letter a. A nod to Detroit, and he clapped that fist to his chest in salute of the A-5. One by one the crowd followed, the trickle of rebelling roiling into an ocean of resolve. 
 
    “She went in search of revenge and came out with an army,” Leif muttered to Auggie, joining the others in the salute. 
 
    A proud smile cast at his teammate, Augusta granted her the salute she earned time and time again. “That’s why we made her team leader.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The Cave Dwellers loaded up every man and woman traveling with dried meats, nuts, and as many water canteens as they could comfortably carry—one of the many benefits granted to them by having underwater springs hidden the safe confines of their camp. While the mountain was a bit worse for wear, the Cavers wasted no time installing support beams to take the strain off the shifting rock. Nature took care of them, and they were more than willing to return the favor. 
 
    It fell to the Floaters to supply the weapons, and that they did in droves. Scavenging being a way of life, Tatum explained that they used their spare ship as an armory for any weapons they found. Even the grenade launcher Detroit loved so much had once been bartered to the Air Walkers in exchange for fresh produce. Setting up makeshift tables, they allowed their building army of rebels to arm themselves with guns they could prove they could handle. 
 
    Taking the time to change back into her flight suit, Detroit let the lot of them choose their weapons first. As long as she could aim and fire whatever was left over, she would gladly add it to the arsenal tucked in every nook and cranny of her uniform. 
 
    Locked, stocked, and loaded, the newfound army marched on the Fortress. Some attempted conversation to calm their anxious souls. Others, like Reno and Detroit, sank into silence. 
 
    Fixated on scanning the landscape for incoming threats, Detroit didn’t notice Nicoli by her side until his elbow brushed hers. Jerking at the contact, her hand instinctively moved toward the gun on her hip. 
 
    He yelped, hands raised in retreat. “Note to self, don’t sneak up on a chick with more than six visible guns strapped to her person.” 
 
    Drumming her fingers against the grip of her ZiP, she took a beat to assess if the world would miss him, then dropped her hand to her side. “What do you want, Nicoli?” 
 
    “She’s good with the punchy-kick, but lacks basic conversational skills. Got it,” he muttered to himself, before trying once more to engage the enigmatic team leader. “I’m sure you’re evaluating all sorts of tactical … shit. I just thought I would point out that the Fortress hasn’t sent anyone to check up on their team, and those fellas won’t be back any time soon. Especially since you tied them up and gave the baby’s father the ultrasonic to guard them. Brilliantly cruel by the way, kudos on that.” 
 
    “Does this idiom have a point you were hoping to get to today?” Detroit removed the lid from her canteen, took a swig, and wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. 
 
    Lips pressed in a thin line, Nicoli his tone a respectful neutral. “My point, is that they haven’t sent anyone to check on that first batch of boys, or another platoon to swarm us. Do you think they might—” 
 
    “Know we’re coming?” Detroit finished for him. Twisting the lid back, she let the canteen swing loose at her hip. “I have no doubt that they do. And, with the starship hovering overhead, I’m sure they know exactly where we are.” 
 
    He chewed on the inside of his cheek, choosing his next words carefully. “This … doesn’t concern you at all?” 
 
    Halting her stride, Detroit turned to face him. “They’ve been watching me every day of my life for as long as I can remember. They’ve monitored my reaction time, my habits, and my weaknesses.” 
 
    “That’s the part that would scare the hell out of me,” Nicoli admitted, not shrinking under the potency of her glare. 
 
    “They think they know me so well,” Detroit huffed with a humorless laugh. “But I’ve been watching Houston just as long as they’ve been watching me. And guess what? I had no idea what he was going to do on that mountain. I relish the opportunity to surprise them with what I’m capable of.” 
 
    Trying to ignore the dagger of loss stabbing into her heart and grinding deep, Detroit resumed her stride. 
 
    Unwilling to let the conversation die, Nicoli launched himself after her and easily matched her gait. “I heard what the big guy did. He died a true hero.” 
 
    There it was. 
 
    The ultimate finality, uttered about … Houston. Steps slowing to a stop, her gaze fell to the leaves crunched under her boot. She blinked hard, trying to find her place in a world that no longer made sense. 
 
    “Hey, Nicoli! Look at you, up here!” Jogging up, Auggie inserted himself between them and clapped a hand on Floater’s shoulder. “Your sister was having some questions about something … boatie. Maybe you could scurry back there and see if you can help her out.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean any insult, or offensive. I was just trying—” 
 
    “Oh, I know!” Auggie assured him, offering him the bright, beaming smile that had charmed many. “And someday, you may even realize I’m saving your life right now. In the meantime, this is the point when you make a none-too-hasty retreat.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Nicoli lobbed off to Tatum’s side like a dog with his tail tucked. 
 
    One hand on her stomach, Detroit fought her way back from the brink. “Thank you,” she managed, letting him take her elbow and guide her back into a stilted stride. 
 
    “You’ve stepped up in unfathomable ways. It’s only fair I follow suit.” The half-grin he offered could in no way soften the sadness roosting in the depths of his stare. 
 
    Swallowing hard, Detroit shrugged back into her warrior façade, and eyed Auggie as if seeing him for the first time. “So … what was up with that? When exactly did you become my bodyguard?” 
 
    Chin tilting in her direction, his eyes crinkled into a genuine smile. “Right around the time you became Joan of Arc.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Old telephone poles used as posts were buried deep in the ground. Corrugated metal slabs strung between them to form towering walls that surrounded the Fortress. Scaffolding had been built atop it, allowing armed guards to patrol all hours of the day and night. Torches lined the perimeter, chasing off the long shadows of impending twilight. 
 
    Even so, no alarms were sounded when the hodge podge group of nearly fifty bodies arrived at the orange gate riddled with oxidized metal. Other than cocking their weapons, one muttering an inaudible code into the comm at his collar was the only sign the guards noticed them in the slightest. 
 
    Proving he was neither dead, nor part of a simulation, original A-5er, Boston, appeared on the overlook. White hair dancing in the chilled breeze, he clasped his hands behind his back and let his gaze sweep over the crowd. “I don’t suppose you brought the infant to hand over?” 
 
    “Sorry, we got a sitter for this one,” Detroit called up. Cocking one hip, she rested the butt of her rifle against it. “Your team’s mission to kill her made this seem less of a child-friendly excursion.” 
 
    “I see.” Boston’s tongue clicked against the roof of his mouth, his chin lifting with haughty disdain. “That makes your plan here … what? To tear down our walls with brute force and excessive violence?” 
 
    “Aw, man!” Auggie threw his hand not holding a Rhino revolver in the air, and let it fall to his side with a slap. “Now you blurted out the ending and ruined it for everyone else!” 
 
    “Look at all of the people you wrangled for your suicidal cause.” Boston’s eyes narrowed at the Floaters and Cave Dwellers scattered through the mix. “How ambitious of you.” 
 
    Lip twitching with loathing, Detroit fought to keep her tone a placid neutral. “What can I say? We’re likable.” 
 
    Reno took a threatening step forward, and jammed the barrel of an old fashioned Glock in Boston’s direction. “Where’s my sister, you bastard?” 
 
    “Except for him.” Auggie’s head jerked in Reno’s direction. “He has newly discovered rage issues. We’re looking into it.” 
 
    A sinister smile coiling at the corners of his mouth, Boston brought his hands together in a sharp clap. “I am so glad you brought her up. She’s been here with us, awake and spilling all sorts of dirty little secrets about the five of you. Oh, wait. I’m sorry. The four of you. I forgot one of you took a running start off a cliff earlier today. Tell me, was there a girlish scream as he fell? Did he wet himself with fright? At any point did the boy break when he realized how insignificant he truly was?” 
 
    Butt of her rifle falling into the dirt, Detroit let her fingers curl around the barrel to combat her yearning to squeeze the trigger. 
 
    Much to the surprise of … everyone, it was Reno who jumped at Boston’s taunting. “You have Juneau? Is she still here?” 
 
    “She is indeed,” Boston sneered, looking every bit the comic book evil villain. “Would you like to see her? Perhaps hear some of the secrets she’s been spilling in front of your newfound friends?” 
 
    Jolts of alarm prickled down Detroit’s spine. Holding out one arm to hold Reno back, she whispered, “He’s playing us.” 
 
    Reno peered up at her, his chin quivering. “Dee … it’s Juneau.” 
 
    Resigned to whatever was about to be unleashed, she let him go. 
 
    The heartsick twin stumbled forward, head tipped back as if beseeching the heavens. “Please, can I see her?” 
 
    Grinning with glee, Boston raised his shoulders to his ears. “It would be my pleasure to show her to you, boy.” He snapped his fingers, motioning to his guards. 
 
    Her mass of red hair bobbed into view as she was led up the stairs to the scaffolding. Hands bound behind her back, tears steaked Juneau’s round cheeks in constant torrents. Taking her by the arm, Boston led her to a spot center stage, wearing a mask of faux concern. 
 
    Reno’s breath caught in an audible hitch, his eyes glistening with grateful tears. “June-bug! We’re here! I promise we will get you out of there! You are leaving with us!” 
 
    Guilt sagging her features, Juneau shook her head. “Oh, Benny, you never should have come.” 
 
    “Wh-what does she mean? What is she saying?” Reno’s head spun in the direction of this teammates, desperate for them to translate English to English and decipher her message. 
 
    “Poor Juneau is frightfully upset,” Boston explained to the crowd below, his voice a theatrical boom. “For she was just telling me some of the most horrific stories about the humanoids that have plagued these lands for years.” 
 
    Hand instinctively latching onto Reno to pull him back, Detroit momentarily forgot how to breathe. 
 
    “Oh … hell,” Auggie muttered under his breath. 
 
    Wickedly aware of how the remaining team members were shifting with unease, Boston continued on with his spectacle. “I had no idea about any of this, the beasts having come long after my time served on the A-5 team. But Juneau,” pausing, he wagged on finger in the air, “her revelations may haunt me the remainder of my days. Would you like to tell them, team leader, or shall I have your sister in war speak on your behalf?” 
 
    Eyebrows raised in challenge, Boston dared her to speak knowing full well any word she uttered would incriminate them all. 
 
    Unable to form a single word, Detroit backed into a tight huddle with her team, getting the sudden and unmistakable feeling of being caught in a pit of sleeping vipers. 
 
    “Have it your way.” Boston shrugged, and tapped a spot along Juneau’s spine that turned the shivering ginger into unwilling puppet. 
 
    Moving with robotic jerks, Juneau’s body lumbered her to the edge of the wall, her knees pressed to the metal at an angle that would take little more than a strong breeze to knock her over. This time, no hologram blocked out her features. It was Juneau’s own heart-shaped lips that uttered the ultimate words of betrayal. “On every mission my A-5 team has embarked on, there has been a device behind our earlobe. Its main purpose was communication. Yet, it held another far more disturbing function.” Mouth open, as if choking on the words, she glanced to Boston, praying for an ounce of mercy. 
 
    Pressing his lips together in mock understanding, Boston brushed that spot on her back once more. 
 
    His shoulder pressed to hers, Auggie whispered for Detroit’s ears only, “Any idea what our play here is? This is fast becoming do or die.” 
 
    Detroit flipped her hair from her eyes, and her chin jutted out with unyielding purpose. “We’re going to turn into the spin.” 
 
    Eyes welling with a fresh wave of tears, Juneau’s shoulders shook as her tongue loosened against her will. “That device cloaked our appearance. We … were the humanoids. Every life they’ve taken, every catastrophe they caused, has been our doing.” 
 
    The gathered rebels responded in a collective gasp. 
 
    Stares swiveled. 
 
    Glared daggers of accusation were stabbed in the direction of the clustered trio. 
 
    Dropping her ADS assault rifle to her side, Tatum ventured a step closer. Eyes narrowed, she searched Detroit’s face for traces of the truth. “That’s not true. It can’t be. My parents … my family … Detroit, tell me this isn’t true. Were you those brutal things that have painted the earth with the blood of thousands?” 
 
    Drenched in a self-loathing, Detroit ground her teeth to the point of pain. “Through the device, we saw all of you as the humanoids. We thought we were saving lives.” 
 
    Cocking his weapon, Nicoli took his place at his sister’s side. A murderous gleam darkened his stare to inky pits of despair. “I don’t believe that was the answer to the question she asked.” 
 
    Noticing her teammates’ fingers tightening around the grips of their weapons, Detroit raised a hand to steady them. She squared her shoulders, and met the accusation head-on. “You’re right. Anything I say will sound like an excuse, and you deserve more than that.” Air escaping her lips in an anxious quiver, she charged into the truth. “Yes, we … were the humanoids.” 
 
    An enraged buzz swelled around them. Weapons, including Nicoli’s, were suddenly trained on what remained of the A-5. 
 
    Slamming a hand to her brother’s chest, Tatum held him back. “We will hear them out, because we are not monsters!” 
 
    “We didn’t learn of any of this until we came here!” Detroit shouted over the thunderous rumblings of outrage. “The second we discovered the truth, we made it our mission to help you all in any way we could. Even though we knew it would never correct what we had done!” 
 
    Those words hit Tatum’s ears with the shrill squeal of nails dragging over metal. Hands easing in her struggle against Nicoli, her head slowly turned in Detroit’s direction. “You … knew? While we extended the kindness of our home to you, you knew you had killed people we loved and destroyed the land bound water supply?” 
 
    “Tsk,” Boston’s lips parted with a pop, his head shaking in disapproval. “What a devastating disappointment that must be, knowing they ate your food and mingled among you, while the blood of your families stained their hands.” 
 
    “No!” Auggie argued, taking a protective step in front of his team leader. “It was only when we sat and talked to your people were we able to put the pieces together! Those on the space station manipulated us all. All to further their way of life!” 
 
    Nicoli matched his step and intensity, easily pushing past Tatum’s waning resistance. “Yet it was the hand of one of you that fired a bullet into the temple of my father!” 
 
    Boston caught Juneau’s arm, pulling her back from the edge into the waiting hold of two hovering guards. Reveling in the opportunity to ease himself into the forefront position, he threw his arms out wide to hush the brewing frenzy. 
 
    “Friends, you have been led astray to the amusement of children!” he bellowed, offering them a smile dripping with feigned compassion. “It is not too late to make amends! You would have nothing without the aid of the Fortress.” 
 
    Detroit didn’t miss the uneasy looks that were exchanged between the Floaters and Mountaineers who surrounded them. While the A-5 were currently top of their most vile humans list, they weren’t prepared to mash themselves back under the thumb of the Fortress. A small spark of rebellion survived Boston’s revelation, and that meant there was still hope. 
 
    She wasn’t the only one that noticed the would-be rebels’ hesitation to fall in line. “Unless, of course, you disagree?” Boston ventured with icy indifference. “Are you prepared, here today, to have yourselves counted as enemies to the Fortress? Will you stand with the traitorous A-5, and die beside them?” 
 
    Cued by his threat, every guard lining the scaffolding took aim on the swarm below. The clicks of their safeties locked and armed sent an ominous chorus echoing off the trees. 
 
    Chin falling to her chest, Detroit could practically hear that match-lit spark of hope sizzle out. Desperation shifted the mood to one of self-preservation. Even Nicoli’s weapon drooped under the weight of that cloak of oppression. 
 
    Ever the diplomat, Tatum’s expression blinked to neutral as she begrudgingly blinked up at Boston’s perch. “What would you have us do?” 
 
    “I’m so glad you asked,” Boston purred with a vindictive smile. “I’m sure you’re all gathered here because of the infant that had been harbored by the Apocalypse Five. She’s a rare child that managed to live on this Earth without inoculation from the contaminates. As you must realize, we are fascinated by such a child and want to study what in her genetic makeup allows her to be such an anomaly.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what they want her for,” Auggie grumbled, taking solace in the weight of the grenade launcher strapped to his back. If nothing else, he could clear them a path to run. 
 
    “Special clemency will be shown to the clan that brings the infant to us, so I suggest you all hurry. Oh! But first, I’m going to need you to reaffirm your compliance to our previous arrangement. The A-5 tried to rally you against us.” Boston’s hands curled around the edge of the wall, and he leaned forward with voyeuristic intrigue. “Kill them for me.” 
 
    No signal was needed for the trio to shift to a back-to-back formation. Weapons drawn at the ready, they were stunned by utter stillness. 
 
    “You seem to be harboring the disillusion that you have a choice in this matter!” Boston’s face morphed from red to purple. “Shooters, take your marks!” 
 
    With military precision movements, each guard lined up a kill shot. “This is very much a you or them situation.” 
 
    “You many need to check your math before committing to such orders, Boston,” the reverend, and leader of the Air Walkers, declared as she stepped into the clearing. A team of nearly thirty flanked her, all heavily armed and draped in ammo. “Because from where I’m standing, you are grossly outnumbered and outgunned.” 
 
    Pushing off the wall, Boston’s posture straightened, bemusement playing over his features. “Reverend, always a pleasure to see you. Although, it is unusual for you to involve yourself in these types of matters. I thought you had better sense than that.” 
 
    The reverend let her shoulders rise and fall in a shrug that would have seemed lackadaisical, if it wasn’t for the M-57 clutched in her hands. “That’s before these matters, as you put it, centered around my very much alive and healthy grandbaby. Who proved to me, in her few days on this planet, how wrong I had been listening to the likes of you. I came to celebrate my newfound realization by joining the brave crew staging an uprising. It seems, however, that I got here in time to remind them what they’re fighting for.” 
 
    Whatever humor he had found in the situation was chased away by a storm cloud of brewing rage. Brow pinched in a deep V, he spat each word with audible disdain. “You think I’m going to stand here and allow you to breathe fresh life into the dying corpse of this pathetic rebellion?” 
 
    “I very much do. Again, because …” Letting the sentiment hang in the air, a wide sweep of the reverend’s arm gestured to the excess of weaponry now positioned at his rusted gate. “Even so, I am a woman of faith meant to share the gospel. Today, I bring word … of an angel.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Reno mumbled. “Are they going to kill or not?” 
 
    “Seems it’s still up in the air.” Detroit shrugged. 
 
    Exchanging mocking huffs of laughter with his men, Boston’s rage cooled to minor annoyance. “She’s come for a sermon, then! Let’s hear her out. Maybe by the end the A-5 will be bored enough to kill themselves and spare us the hassle.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt it.” The reverend grinned. “You see, I was warming a kettle of tea in my hut when a man crashed through my roof. Truth be told, my first thought was that he was the angel Raphael sent down from the clouds with a message from God to this humble servant. But, while this particular angel was cast down from above,” turning in Detroit’s direction, the reverend pointedly peered her way, “his story began … in the stars.” 
 
    Detroit felt his presence before she saw him. A magnetic yearning lassoed her heart, tugging her gaze to a shifting maple tree branch. As he ducked under it, the glow from the torches glistened off his ebony waves. 
 
    Detroit’s mind clicked and whirred, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. 
 
    “H-Houston?” she stammered, sampling his name on her tongue. 
 
    In her head, she was running to him, eager to fling herself into his embrace. In reality, there were countless guns trained on her that would fire if she so much as itched her nose wrong. 
 
    Houston’s breath caught at the sight of her, the broad smile that beamed from his face acting as an odd contrast to the dismal scene of impending doom. 
 
    Weaving her way in between the tense, and battle-ready crowd, the reverend chuckled. “While these two optically copulate, let me fill the rest of you in on these chosen five. From what I understand from Houston spilling some secrets after he regained consciousness on my floor, you have plenty of reasons to hate them. The thing we have to ask ourselves, is what did they do after they learned the truth? This particular angel,” her thumb jabbed in Houston’s direction, “threw himself off a mountain to save the life of my granddaughter and every child in every family that comes after her.” Chin falling to her chest, the reverend’s own guilt showed itself in the valleys of regret that sliced between her brows. “Children who I, like so many others, was ready to hand over based on a cruel lie. Whatever they did before has made them into the kind of people that would sacrifice themselves for the most innocent life. Those are the kind of people I will gladly stand beside.” 
 
    While her message was greeted by silence, a palpable change crackled through the air. 
 
    “Perhaps you need further motivation? A clear-cut sign that the horse you’re backing has the strength to go the distance?” Turning to her angel, the reverend invited him forward with a formal roll of her wrist. “Houston, I believe you had a message you wanted to deliver?” 
 
    “This isn’t a bloody town hall meeting!” Boston thundered. 
 
    Gait strong and determined, Houston closed the distance between himself and his team. Waves of white hot rage wafted off of him as his mahogany gaze drifted up to Boston. “I’ll be quick about it.” 
 
    War loomed, yet as Houston neared for a beat all Detroit could think of was her overwhelming urge to taste the salty sweet heaven of his lips once more. He stopped close enough for his breath to warm Detroit’s cheeks, the molten gold glow of sunset haloing him. 
 
    “I thought you were dead,” she managed to utter. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I was pissed.” 
 
    “I know that, too.” The smile died on his lips, chased away by equal parts frustration and desire. “As soon as this is over, we’ll find a nice hot spring and I’ll make it up to you. Audience be damned.” Extending his hand in Auggie’s direction, he nodded toward the grenade launcher strapped to his back. 
 
    “I’m already there,” Detroit seconded, clicking off the safety of both her guns. 
 
    “Hell, me too!” Ducking out of the strap of the weapon, Auggie bestowed the weapon like he was handing Excalibur to King Arthur. “First, I believe a little payback is in order.” 
 
    “Orion’s Belt it is.” Eagerly accepting it, Houston weighed it in his palms. 
 
    “No! This will not stand!” Seizing Juneau by the arm, Boston yanked her to his side as if she were a bargaining chip he could use buy their servitude. “Under the authorization of the governing power of the Starship At-1-NS, I order you to stand down! Shooters, fire at will! Take them out!” 
 
    Pressing the butt of the launcher to his shoulder, Houston peered down the scope and squeezed the trigger. A rush of air, then another. Two rapid fire shots sent grenades sailing for the gate. They exploded with a thunderous boom that shook the earth beneath their feet. The rusted metal imploded inward, raining shrapnel into the compound. The support beam that held the gate on its track cracked, folding inward on a collision course with the ground. That loss of support caused the scaffolding to list to the side and spill off all that stood on it. 
 
    Houston swung the grenade launcher onto his back, grabbed an assault rifle in each hand, and blazed a trail through the burning rubble. “If you want your lives back, follow me.” 
 
    Holding fast to their weapons, the freedom-seeking clans followed Houston’s blaze of glory like he was the God of War sent to avenge them. 
 
    “Huh,” Auggie snorted in appreciation. “Look at him striding in there like a superhero. You may have some competition for his attention when this is over. I know if I was down with that, I’d make a play.” 
 
    “Same here,” Reno admitted, cracking an almost smile. “Now, let’s go save my sister.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Since their world began to crumble around them, the Land Dwellers resorted to scavenging for the things they needed or could use to survive. One thing they always grabbed whenever they stumbled upon them were guns and weapons. Some clans hoarded them, others used them as currency to trade to those that valued them. Them being armed to the teeth wasn’t a new development. For as long as they could remember, they lived in fear of ever acting on thoughts of rebellion. Even whispers of such notions could have extreme consequences. Nicoli found that out after his parents were killed. So enraged was he that the “humanoids” killed them while the Fortress did nothing, he attempted to wrangle some of his friends and storm the gate to demand answers. They plotted in secret, behind closed doors in hushed whispers. Still, rumors of their plans reached the fortsmen. The result, after Nicoli’s cohorts pointed the finger at him to save their own skin, was three ribs broken and a deepened vendetta. 
 
    There was no short supply of stories similar to that, of the Fortress asserting its power and position by violent means when anyone dared to test them. It left the people wound tight and volatile, like the bundles of TNT Juneau painstakingly created. The A-5 storming the Fortress barracks acted as the long overdue spark that sizzled down the wick of oppression and unleashed an explosion of fury. 
 
    While the team led the charge into the compound, the blaze of rebellion quickly raged above and beyond them. Before Houston could take his shot at an inbound soldier, a Floater emptied three chambers into his target’s chest. Detroit took aim at a sharpshooter on a remaining portion of the scaffolding when Nicoli blew out the guy’s kneecap and sent him pinwheeling over the edge. 
 
    Finding themselves acting as defense to the intense storm of Land Dwellers, the team huddled together and provided cover to the other insurgents when it was needed. All the while, Reno searched for signs of his sister. In the center of the compound sat two long brick buildings with peaked glass roofs that ran the length of both. A streak of red bolting toward the southernmost building snapped his head in that direction. 
 
    “Juneau’s over there!” Reno hollered, his gun-toting arm sagging. 
 
    “Go after her!” the reverend called, stalking alongside Boston as he attempted to army crawl away with a hunk of rebar jutting from his thigh. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    The team hung back for a beat, their training screaming at them never to leave civilians in a live ammo fight. 
 
    “What would your God think of you now?” Boston sneered up at them with blood and soot smeared across his face. “You’re no better than us.” 
 
    Crouching down, with her gun balanced on her knee, the reverend considered him with a tilt of her head. “God tells us to have faith like a child; loving, and trusting without question. You exploited that innocent purity for personal gain. I can’t think of a viler crime.” 
 
    “What about murder?” Boston tried to scoot away on his elbows. Any ground he made was easily recovered by a simple side-shuffle by the reverend. “How will your faith justify that?” 
 
    Shoulders sagging, her stare swept over him in a cursory inspection of his wounds. “One bad thing about the limited supplies we’ve been forced to live with? Something as simple as an infection can turn deadly without the proper antibiotics. And, as you know, the people here are contaminated.” Leaning over him, the reverend spat on to his wound. She rocked back on her heels, clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, and shook her head. “I’m sorry to say you’re now infected by an ailment that, according to your people, can only be cured aboard the A1-1-NS. That makes this a mercy kill.” 
 
    Pulling a Ruger from the back of her belt, the reverend pressed it to his temple, and erased him from the archives with a fatal pop. 
 
    As the body of the once exalted warrior slumped to the ground, she peered up at the hovering A-5. “Why are you still here? Go!” 
 
    Houston’s elbow bumped Detroit’s rib, prodding her forward. “Auggie and I will clear the barracks. You and Reno go get our girl.” 
 
    Gunfire boomed on all sides. Bodies fell in clouds of gore and debris. Scorched embers from the grenade strike still smoldered by the gate. In the face of all this, Houston wanted to leave her … again. 
 
    “I just got you back,” she shouted to be heard over the roaring chaos. 
 
    Houston’s forearm landed on her shoulder, using her as a brace to level a shot at an inbound fortsman. Detroit had enough time to pull her head away, before he fired off the shot that would have left her ears ringing for weeks to come. 
 
    Their route temporarily cleared, he hooked one hand around the small of her back. When he crushed her body to his, his ebony waves fell across his forehead as he dipped his head to claim a long awaited kiss. One he had missed out on too many times before. Pulling back, he pressed his forehead to hers as they both struggled to steady their breathing. “There isn’t a force on this planet powerful enough to tear me away from you again. Now, as you were, soldier.” 
 
    Dropping his arm, he snapped into an official A-5 salute. 
 
    Her heart thudding against her ribs, Detroit returned the gesture then glanced to Reno. “I didn’t see which direction she went. Lead the way.” 
 
    The pair kept low to the ground, seeking cover behind the corner of the first building until a sufficient lull bought them enough time to dart for the second. Fears of a coded entrance were put to rest when they were able to wrench open the door with ease and escape inside. 
 
    All sounds of the skirmish outside died away the instant the intricately carved walnut door banged shut behind them, sealing them inside. For a moment, neither Detroit nor Reno could do anything but stare. Outside, the buildings were worn and tattered shells—shadows of what they had once been, much like everything else in this desolate world. Inside, was another matter. Jaws swinging slack, they marveled at the posh display that bore a striking similarity to that found aboard the starship. The walls were painted in a crisp eggshell hue that glistened thanks to the extravagant silver chandelier, dripping with crystals, that hung overhead. A sofa and loveseat upholstered in a lush, neutral pallet welcomed all that entered into the expansive foyer. Cozy throw pillows, and a handwoven rug of beige and orange, added homey touches that would have made this the perfect place to curl up with a book … if people weren’t dying mere feet away. 
 
    “What … am I looking at?” Reno managed, struggling to pick his jaw up off the floor. 
 
    “This, is the luxurious life offered for those seated at the right hand of the devil.” Rocking back on her heel, Detroit peered across the foyer into what appeared to be the commissary. From where she stood she could see a silver and glass salad bar complete with fresh greens, fruits, and decadent desserts. “From the looks of it, selling your soul pays well.” 
 
    Springing into action, Reno launched himself down the narrow hall to the left. “Come on, she’s this way!” 
 
    Detroit sprinted to catch up, easily matching his stride. “Is this, like, one of those twin things?” The extra guns and ammo strapped to her back clapped against her sides, keeping time with her gait. 
 
    Not slowing, Reno tipped his chin her way to allow her to feel the full effects of his you’re a moron scowl. “No. I just saw a door slide shut behind her at the end of this hall.” 
 
    “Or, that,” Detroit mused, eyebrows lifting as she shrugged. 
 
    Their footfalls echoed off the cement block walls, until they found themselves facing a sliding door activated by a fingerprint recognition. Glancing up from the daunting device, the pair exchanged uneasy glances. 
 
    “Here goes nothing. It works on the starship. Let’s hope they share security clearances, along with their complete lack of morals.” Filling her lungs, Detroit held her breath and pressed her hand to the pad. 
 
    Much to their surprise, it gave a trilling chirp and the door shushed open. 
 
    Detroit raised her rifle to her shoulder, and craned her neck to see into the dimly lit room. “There’s a shot in the dark that paid off. I can honestly say I didn’t think that would work.” 
 
    She started to inch over the threshold, only to be halted by Reno’s hand on her arm. “Wait.” 
 
    Her gaze shifted from his face to his hand, and back again. “Okay, but I should probably point out that she’s your sister. That girl leaves her wet towel on the gym floor all the time. The longer we wait, the less I can promise to fight for her with the same vigor you would.” 
 
    So intent was he on peering into the unknowns of the ominous room, that her joke sailed right over his fuzzy red head. “Who do you think they view as their real enemy here? The clans that have kowtowed to them for years, or the five kids who just blew a hole in their Fortress?” 
 
    Taking his words to heart, Detroit’s stare flicked over the door casing. “I hear what you’re saying, and I’m now fearing a giant anvil is going to fall on my head. So, our option is to tiptoe in there knowing full well we’re walking into a trap?” 
 
    Jaw tensing, Reno flipped sunset-orange curls from his eyes. “Exactly. Heads up, and watch out for flaming arrows.” 
 
    “Worst motivational speech ever.” Lips pursed tight, Detroit pressed her back to the wall and slunk across the gray slate floor in silent stealth. Reno stayed close behind her, keeping the sight of his Glock on a constant swivel for potential threats. No swinging blades dropped down from above. A giant, killer bug didn’t click across the floor to devour them. Instead, they were met by a still silence and the occasional beeps and pings. Rounding a corner, the space opened up into a control room filled with terminals, computer screens, and frosted glass panels with various digital projections flashing across their surface. 
 
    The trepidation Detroit should have been feeling was replaced by fascinated curiosity. Weapon toting hands falling to her sides, she approached the circuit boards of different color flashing lights and buttons. The tips of her fingers met cold steel, as she dragged them across the edge in her search for answers. It was only thanks to her specialty in engineering and weaponry that she could decipher some of what she was seeing. 
 
    An intricate modem for a satellite communications system. 
 
    Power board for the entire compound. 
 
    What appeared to be a tracking device similar to air-traffic control. Which she guessed monitored each and every time the A-5 pods came and went. 
 
    What she didn’t understand was the glass wall, and the topographical maps that kept fading in and out across the cloudy glass. Eyes narrowing, she studied the lines and grids, tilting her head to make sense of them. 
 
    “Detroit?” Reno rasped from across the room. 
 
    “Are you getting what all of this is?” Detroit began in an awestruck whisper that soon bloomed to an excited ramble. “I think … No, it is! It’s different grids of this entire area, broken down into those belonging to each individual clan. This is how they’ve been finding us, Reno! This is how they tracked us to the Floaters’ ship. They must use this grid to monitor everything, then their communication system sends it right up to the At-1-NS. This is it! This is their tether to Earth! With this, we could …” 
 
    Spinning around, her words trailed off—the revelation tarnished by the sight of Juneau. Tears zigzagging over her peaches and cream cheeks, she held the barrel of taser set to kill to her temple. 
 
    “Juneau … June-bug, what are you doing?” One hand outstretched, Reno edged closer to his twin. 
 
    Her pert face crumbled, sending a fresh wave of tears spilling from her lashes. Still, his sister failed to utter a word of explanation. 
 
    “It’s that damned implant.” Detroit dragged her tongue over her top teeth, searching her backlog of information for what she knew about the device. 
 
    “That it is,” a crackling voice added. Washington’s face flickered to life from a projection module atop the center terminal. “I feel I should add, Juneau can’t come to the phone right now. She’s busy holding her finger on that trigger as per my request. When I see fit, she’s prepared to deliver 30,000 amps—the equivalent of a lightning strike for those that are interested—directly into her gray matter.” 
 
    Hands balled into fists, Reno lurched toward the projection only to be blocked by Detroit’s arm. Though, if she was being honest, she had no idea why she held him back. What was the worst he could do to a 3-D hologram? 
 
    “What do you want, Washington?” Detroit hissed, hoping hearing him out would placate the chancellor into letting Juneau go. 
 
    Image crackling, he pursed his lips in mock interest. “What do I want? Young miss, when it comes to you and your team the only thing I want is your complete eradication. I thought casting you down to that abysmal wasteland would be punishment enough. But, no. You had to rile everyone up and threatened all that I’ve built. You’re making me regret my moment of mercy. Which, I fully intend to correct.” 
 
    “It wasn’t mercy.” Releasing her hold on Reno, Detroit took her own threatening step forward. Her top lip curled into a venomous snarl. “People heard the gunshot and would dutifully coming running. You couldn’t think of any way to justify our mass murder, which left you with the lone option of letting us go. Oh, but not before you painted us as the villains. Let’s not forget that fun added bonus. Now, no one aboard the starship will bat an eye as you pick us off one by one.” 
 
    “Don’t goad him,” Reno warned, peering at the gun in his sister’s trembling hand. 
 
    Venturing closer, Detroit’s boots squeaked across the floor. “But people down here will care. They know you’ve been lying to them, and they’re done, Washington. Done with the subjugation. Done with starving while you fill your plate. Done … with you.” 
 
    “You think I need them, or your team?” Washington’s right eye twitched with rage. “Juneau, click off the safety, if you please.” 
 
    Honoring his request because she had no choice, a whimper escaped Juneau’s clamped lips. Torrents of tears dripped from her chin as she clicked the button that brought the weapon to life with a high-pitched squeal. 
 
    “That screen behind you? That is a satellite grid that allows me to find anyone, anywhere within my dominion. Want to venture out into the nothingness that lies behind that?” Washington challenged with the lift of one brow. “Be my guest. It would save me the hassle of killing you. In the meantime, I think it’s time for a lesson in the potency of my power. There’s nowhere any of you can go that I can’t find, and destroy you. Juneau … pull the trigger.” 
 
    Finally, Juneau found her voice, self-preservation forcing a sob from her quaking shoulders. In spite of her anguish, her finger tightened on the trigger. 
 
    “No!” Reno’s hand shot out, wrestling with if he could tackle his sister, and tear the gun away from her in time. 
 
    “One moment, Juneau.” Washington’s raised finger appeared in the projection in his casual effort to halt her. “This is an excellent teaching moment. You were all raised to be soldiers. To put the mission before all else. Yet, you let yourselves form emotional connections to each other. I hope you see that as the mistake it is, now that you’re faced with how easy it makes it for me to manipulate you. As you were, Juneau.” 
 
    “Please!” Catching her wrist with the opposite hand, Juneau fought against the betrayal of her own appendage. 
 
    “That’s right!” Detroit eagerly agreed. Head whipping in Reno’s direction, the words tumbled from her lips fast and furious. “We’re a team. One that is stronger from each of us having our own strengths and specialties! Like me, I know weapons and engineering. Which means, I’ve studied the mechanics of implants like this. There was a way to short them out.” Fingers outstretched, as if the information was about to float by so she could grab it, Detroit frantically searched her memory. 
 
    As her pleading eyes beseeched her brother, Juneau’s face crumpled. “I’m so sorry,” she hiccupped. 
 
    “Fight this!” Reno demanded. “You’re a ginger! We eat souls for breakfast, isn’t that what all of the other cadets used to say? You don’t go out like this. Do you understand me?” 
 
    While Washington kept his impassive front firmly in place, the slight tightening of his jaw hinted at his unease that his order had yet to be carried out. “Not that your attempts aren’t endearing, but I’m growing bored with this. Juneau, pull the trigger!” 
 
    Something in the boom of his voice, reminded Detroit of the energy required of the human body for every motion or act to be carried out. “She has to be the charge! The current in her own body can generate a strong enough jolt to short out the system!” 
 
    “How?” Reno pressed, stare lobbing from Detroit to Juneau and back again. 
 
    “Juneau! Squeeze that trigger!” Washington thundered. On his end, he heightened the settings of the implant. The potency of its ripping current tore through Juneau, arching her back as her muscles clenched tight. 
 
    Lost in her own mind, Detroit’s eyes fluttered side to side as she worked the equation. “Heightened endorphins would be mandatory. Safe to say we’ve accomplished that—” 
 
    Released from her punishing strike, Juneau’s spine straightened. This time, it was a steady, purposeful grip that raised the taser to her head. 
 
    “We’re running out of time!” Face blanched of color, the fatal conclusion played out across Reno’s horrified features. 
 
    The answer came in an icy wave of awareness, bobbing hope further from reach. “She has to act against it. A blatant act, complete opposite of the command it’s enforcing on her.” 
 
    “That’s the entire problem!” Reno bellowed, stabbing his hand in his sister’s direction. 
 
    “I can’t! I’m sorry!” Legs buckling, Juneau’s knees slammed to the ground. Whether she was talking to Washington, or them, they didn’t know. 
 
    “Pull the trigger! Now, soldier!” 
 
    “Self-preservation is powerful, that’s why she’s been able to fight it this long,” Detroit explained. “But it needs to be an even more powerful impulse than that.” 
 
    The words barely left Detroit’s lips, when Reno’s narrow chest expanded with purpose. “I know what I have to do.” Drawing his pistol, he dropped to his knees and mirrored his twin’s pose. 
 
    The act was jarring, and cracked a nick in Washington’s hold. “Wh-What are you doing?” Juneau stuttered. 
 
    “Remember that horrible old movie about the boat sinking you begged me to watch? The one where the guy could have easily fit on the door?” he explained with a serene calm that contradicted the frenzied scene. “I said no, that I couldn’t endure one more sappy movie. But I sat there with you anyway and listened to every word. The girl was dangling off the edge of the ship and the guy told her ‘you jump, I jump.’ That’s what’s happening here. I refuse to live without you, June-bug. So, if you jump, I jump. We came into this world together. I’m ready to go out together.” 
 
    Face tipping toward the camera, Washington’s face loomed larger. “Cadet 1205, I am prepared to neutralize you if you do not submit! Discharge that weapon, immediately!” 
 
    A sad smile tugging at the corner of his lips, Reno cocked his weapon. “I love you, June.” 
 
    Chin quivering, Juneau adjusted her hold on the grip. “I love you, Benny.” 
 
    “You jump, I jump,” he softly soothed. “On the count of three?” 
 
    “Uh … Reno, I think you have a blatant misunderstanding of what I said!” Detroit interjected. 
 
    A cackle of laughter barked over Washington’s hologram’s feed. “Two for one! See what happens when you try to fight against me?” 
 
    “One …” Reno coaxed. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this. You can, and you will, go on without me.” 
 
    “Two …” 
 
    “Orion’s Belt, Reno!” Grabbing at his sleeve, Detroit tried to drag him to his feet. “Listen to me, damn it! Don’t throw your life away over this!” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    A single shot rang out, and the room fell silent. 
 
    Blinking in disbelief, Juneau let her gun fall to her side. Behind Reno, pieces of the grid screen rained to the ground in a tinkling of glass shards, taken out by the blast of Juneau’s taser. Desire to save her brother forced the gun away from her temple, an act that shorted out her implant with a smoldering fizzle. 
 
    Washington dragged his fingers through his hair, rolled his shoulders, and fought to keep a hold of his slipping composure. “None of this matter. It’s all insignificant. My soldiers are swarming that compound. They will ensure this act of insurgence doesn’t stand.” 
 
    “Hey! My passcode works here!” Auggie chirped as he trotted into the room. A beat to read the room and he shifted back to the ramrod straight business setting. Going so far as to clap off a salute to his team leader, his stare never drifted from the bust of the loathsome chancellor. “The compound has been cleared. All remaining soldiers have been detained, or retreated into the woods like the cowards they are.” 
 
    Nostrils flaring, lasers of hate beamed from Washington’s flickering projection. 
 
    With the tip of her tongue pressed to her front teeth, Detroit sauntered across the room to take a seat at the terminal he haunted. Elbows on the counsel, she leaned into his hovering image. “Hear that, Chancellor? The Fortress is ours, and your grid has been destroyed. You enjoy your comfy little palace in the stars. Because, next, we’re coming for you.” 
 
    Leaving her threat dangling in the air, Detroit pushed her chair back. She borrowed Juneau’s taser, and blasted three shots into the terminal. The entire communications system exploded in a spray of sparks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Washington stared at the wall of sizzling static on his monitor. He inhaled once, twice, and again. Each breath was more fevered and ragged from the last. Unable to fix the cap on his fury, he shoved his chair back. Springing to his feet, a scream sliced from his lungs. One potent sweep of his arm and he cleared the surface of his desk. 
 
    Lansing stood in the corner—hands folded, expression a passive neutral. She allowed the chancellor his moment to mutter expletives to himself, before he spun on her wearing the ugly mask of hate. 
 
    “What are the latest reports?” he barked. 
 
    Tapping at her tablet, Lansing cued them up. “The grid is down, sir. As is the communications system, which makes further status updates from the Fortress impossible to retrieve.” 
 
    A cloak of silence fell. Washington paced the perimeter of his office before flopping back down in his chair. Fingers steepled beneath his chin, he attempted to calm his breathing with a cleansing breath. “I want the next team called in. Don’t worry about making them camera-worthy. I doubt they will live that long. I want them vicious and deadly. Find me the candidates that have been penalized for excessive violence. Those are the ones we want. We’re going to form a new team and turn them loose. I want those kids dead, and their heads on my desk.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Lansing’s gears whirred as she dipped in a formal bow. “I will have your new team for you by morning.” 
 
    “Oh, and, Lansing? Change their call sign. Initiate order 0504.” A nod of dismal and he waved her toward the door. 
 
    Hugging her tablet to her chest, Lansing made her exit in full robotic indifference. 
 
    Bangor appeared from a side hall, obviously waiting for Lansing to appear. 
 
    “Are they still alive?” she asked, falling into step alongside her fellow Handler. 
 
    “They are. Though I can’t say for how long.” Lansing offered a nod of acknowledgment to a passing coder. 
 
    Shoulder pressed to Lansing’s; Bangor dropped her voice to a secretive whisper. “Did you erase anything in the systems that can trace this back to us?” 
 
    Lansing clicked over to heat sensory viewing, and scanned the space for human activity. Determining them to be alone, momentarily at least, she clamped onto Bangor’s throat and dragged her into a nearby utility closet. 
 
    Slamming Bangor against the wall, which knocked a mop and bottle of glass cleaner to the floor, Lansing pinned her there with the heel of her palm pressed to her chrome clavicle. “When you came to me with the idea of sending them down without a simulation code, what was your reason? What did you say to me?” 
 
    Bangor’s eyes morphed to digital dots as she searched her memory storage. “That Augusta would die if we didn’t get him out.” 
 
    “That’s right. It was just a matter of time until the entire team was wiped out in one brutal fashion or another. This was the only way we could keep them safe. Now, they need us more than ever. If we want to help, we can’t be found out and recycled. That requires silence and careful planning. Is your programming capable of that, or shall I deactivate you now?” 
 
    “Due to my latest emotional upgrade, I do determine myself to be satisfactory,” Bangor stated, unperturbed by the threat. 
 
    Releasing her, Lansing rolled the sockets of her joints to return herself to neutral stance. “Their call sign is being changed effective today. I have been ordered to issue the alert. After that, they will become the most hunted bounty in the galaxy.” 
 
    If it was possible for an android to exhibit terror, Bangor accomplished it. “You don’t mean …” 
 
    “Yes.” Folding her hands over her tablet, Lansing’s stare locked with Bangor’s in a system sharing moment of mutual understanding. “Effective today, they become … the Rogue Five.” 
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