
Chapter One: The Retribution

			Dani

			Laughter and gunfire fill the air. My teeth are clenched so hard I wonder if they’ll crack under all the pressure.

			“White River is burning,” I say into the radio.

			“What do you mean it’s burning? Are you there? What’s going on?” After tossing the radio back on the seat, I reach for my shotgun. “What about reinforcements? Dani? Are you there?”

			Ignoring Jack’s questions, I slip the shotgun onto my back and make sure my pistols are loaded and holstered against my thighs along with my knife. I pull on fingerless gloves and tie my hair into a ponytail. Jack’s voice echoes through the radio, but all I can focus on is the laughter coming from below.

			Once I’ve reached the back perimeter, I secure a maroon scarf around my face. The place reeks of accelerant.

			The lightly falling snow does nothing to quell the raging fires that consume the town. A few meters ahead, a tree crashes through the fence. I peer through the newly formed hole and catch a glimpse inside. There are two soldiers with flamethrowers, pyros, slowly making their way through the town, torching everything. Inside, I hear people scream. Why are there still people here? Why didn’t they leave? A sick, bitter taste fills my mouth as I watch someone take their final steps before falling to the earth.

			I steel my jaw and force down the anguish. The smoke hits my eyes and springs tears, but it does nothing to quell my determination or my rage.

			I reach the end of the fence and peering around, find a tank and six buggies parked in a V-shape. Seven soldiers guard the front walls, and there must be a dozen soldiers or more inside.

			The tank rumbles to life and creeps forward. I sprint, bringing the shotgun around. The NAF soldiers standing in front are so engrossed with the destruction that they don’t see me coming.

			The first soldier turns, and I fire two shots straight into his chest. He lands hard on his back. Two more spin to face me, and my pump-action rings out four more times as I press forward. I fire my last two at the next soldier in line and toss the gun to the side before diving behind the closest buggy. Three more soldiers close in.

			Pulling both pistols, I take a deep breath and stand right as two soldiers round the side of the buggy. I aim for the chest and unload until they both stagger and fall. The last soldier fires at me from behind, and I feel a sting near my upper arm. It does nothing but fuel me further.

			Spinning, I aim for his head. He takes one well-placed round between the eyes before his body drops, lifeless. I glance at my arm and carefully finger the wound, hissing at the contact. It’s not serious, but blood is starting to seep through my favorite jacket.

			The sound of steel meeting cement fills the air as the tank unleashes its payload on another row of buildings. I race toward it and clamber onto the back. I climb up and open the hatch, wishing I had a grenade.

			Instead, I aim inside and take out the commander and gunner. The driver opens another hatch to escape, but I get in before he can crawl out and empty what’s left of my magazine into him and the control panel. The tank slows to a stop.

			Holstering my empty pistol, I jump out and see two more soldiers rush in my direction. Their shots ping against the side of the tank, and I spend the rest of my spare ammunition on them. Squinting through all the smoke, I can just make out one of the pyros. Rubbing at my eyes to clear the itchiness, I adjust the scarf over my nose and grab my knife.

			I close in on the pyro and wrap my arm around his chest from behind. I shove the knife up the neck of his protective headwear and drag the blade across his neck. The stream of fire stops. As the body slowly drops, my eyes connect with a soldier several meters away.

			Simon.

			Staring back, I tighten my grip on my knife. His uniform is pristine, not one speck of blood or dirt, and his blond hair is perfectly combed. Of course he’s not doing any of the dirty work.

			He snarls and reaches for his gun.

			Shots come from my right. I swipe the pyro’s sidearm and dive back toward the tank, firing in Simon’s direction, but none of them connect.

			He walks toward me, returning fire and screaming, “It’s Danielle Clark! Focus all weapons on Danielle Clark. That is an order.”

			A handful of soldiers turn to me. I toss the gun and climb back up the tank. I lunge at the first soldier to reach me and wrestle him to the ground, feeling something on his belt. Finally, a fucking grenade. I snag it and take a punch to the face. My vision goes black as I try to shake off the blow. He pushes me to the ground, and I pull him closer just as his comrades open fire. He tries to roll away, but I hold him tight, using his body as a shield. He jerks from multiple impacts, and when he goes limp, I take the rifle from his hands. Through a break in the gunfire, I sprint for cover.

			Leaning against the side of a half-torched building, I drag my hand across my forehead to wipe away the sweat. The smoke burns my lungs, and I take small, shallow breaths. I check the rounds in the rifle. Sixteen. I peek around the side of a building and spot six more soldiers rushing toward Simon as he continues to bark orders. He gestures in my direction. I need to be behind them.

			I try not to think about the people who once occupied the burning structures as I map them in my head. I refuse to look at my home, focusing on the fight. My eyes burn with each blink, and the cracks and pops from the flames snap against my ears. The haunting realization crashes over me that I can no longer hear screaming from the people who stayed behind. I’m alone. But I can’t think about that either.

			Instead, I zero in on the second pyro scorching the back of the town. I dart from one cover to the next until I’m behind him. He turns at the last second, and the nozzle of fire nearly lights me up. The heat of the flames is so close, my eyebrows get singed.

			Panicked, I roll on instinct and bring the rifle up to take him out. He lands on his back, and I cover my head, expecting the tank on his back to explode. Relieved when it doesn’t, I look up and hear Simon and the others.

			They’re coming from the next row of houses. I need to move. The flamethrower’s gas canister is leaking. It must be my lucky day. Thinking quickly, I flip and grab the pyro by his ankles, then drag him to one of the few houses that remains upright.

			Rushing to the second floor, I hear Simon order his soldiers to spread out. If this doesn’t work, I’ll be trapped. I’ll have to worry about that later. I poke my head out the window. Simon stands a safe distance away, pistol in hand.

			“I will find you,” he yells in no particular direction. “And when I do, I will relish taking you apart. Bit by bit. Just like your precious little town!”

			“I’d like to see you try, you murdering piece of shit,” I yell back. Everyone turns and fires at the window. I drop to the floor and wince as I land on my injured arm.

			“Hold your fire,” Simon shouts. “You’re wasting ammo. Go inside and get her!”

			I wait until the bulk of them are right at the entrance before chucking the grenade at the leaking gas tank below. The canister explodes; the blast of heat and pressure shakes the house, breaking the glass windows, and launching me off my feet. I land hard, my head bouncing off the hardwood with a heavy thwack.

			Everything spins. My ears ring. Wincing, I blink slowly and try to focus on the door, trying to lift the rifle, waiting for someone to burst through. When no one does, I stand, bracing against the bedpost until the room stops spinning. Slightly off balance, I go to the window and look.

			There are no soldiers, no Simon barking orders. Scanning the street below, I hope to see his body, but I’m not that lucky.

			I keep my rifle ready and slip out the back, rounding the building to the front. The debris from the explosion covers a handful of bodies, but it’s clear none of them is Simon. On high alert, I take careful steps toward the gate.

			Slowly, I pass the tank at the exact same place where I strapped bombs to Kate and the others only a few days prior. It feels like a lifetime ago.

			One of the buggies is speeding away. I pull the scarf down and suck in a large breath. Fucking coward.

			* * *

			My house is gone. Lucas’s, Jack’s, Mike’s, the clinic, all gone. I search, hoping there are survivors safely hidden and waiting for the all clear. So far, no signs of life. We should’ve installed bunkers. Maybe then, they would’ve had a fighting chance.

			I stop at every lifeless body. Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen. When can I stop counting? I crouch by each one, remembering them, offering a silent apology. They didn’t deserve this. Finally, I stop in front of what’s left of Rhiannon’s tavern, still ablaze. The roof collapses in a puff of smoke and embers, and I drop to my knees, praying to every god I know that Rhiannon made it out and that she’s safe.

			Around me, I hear other structures fall; the sound feels like blades across my skin. Everything inside me rushes out violently, my stomach emptying as I lean forward. I heave until I have no more breath, and tears stream steadily from my eyes. Sweat drips down the sides of my face, and I cast my gaze upward. Every part of my body aches. My arm. My lungs. My heart. The snow falls, melting before it reaches the ground.

			I don’t know how long I stay on my knees, staring at the swirling white flakes mingling within the smoke from the dwindling fires. It feels as though the smoke is carrying away my soul as it floats up, up, up and disappears high into the heavens. Everything dissolves out of me, rage, hate, sadness, until I’m numb. Empty. I did this. This is my fault. I’m the reason the town is gone, and these people are dead.

			I hear a buggy in the distance, but I don’t move. If the NAF has returned to finish me off, so be it. The smell of charred flesh and death has me defeated, all the fight gone.

			“Dani?” But it’s not the NAF. It’s Jack. “Dani? Dani, are you here? Where are you?”

			“Dani!” Mike is with him. They run through the streets, calling for me, but all I can do is breathe. In and out. “Jack, she’s here. She’s over here.”

			Jack’s large muscular frame crouches before me. “Dani?” My eyes slowly meet his. He grabs my shoulders. “Are you hurt?” I wince as he squeezes my wound. “Mike, go get the first aid kit from the buggy.” I shrug his hands off. He takes my face in his palms. “Dani, look at me.” His dark eyes are deep with worry. “Is there anybody left?”

			I have no idea if he’s asking about our people or the NAF. Not that it matters. The answer is the same. “They’re all dead.”

			He stares at me and nods. “Okay. Let’s get you to your feet.” Without waiting, he yanks me into a standing position.

			“Where were you?” It sounds like an accusation, I know it does, but I can’t help it.

			Jack flinches. “We dropped off another group at the coordinates you gave us. I was going to try one more time to convince the others to leave when your message came through.”

			“How many?” I choke out. “How many stayed?”

			Jack runs a hand through his mohawk. “About thirty. Maybe thirty-five.”

			I close my eyes. Thirty-five dead. Were they kids? Parents? How many of the town’s livestock burned because of me?

			“I tried to get everyone out.” His voice shakes. “Not everybody wanted to leave.”

			“It’s not your fault. I should’ve been here. I should’ve protected them.”

			We stand in silence. Hindsight is a master head game and dwelling on should’ves doesn’t change a damn thing.

			“Rhiannon’s safe.” My eyes squeeze tighter with his words. “She was in the first group to leave. She’s alive, and she’s safe.”

			Rhiannon is alive. She’s safe. My stomach clenches, and I thank the gods. A strangled sound bursts from deep in my throat.

			“Elise and Roscoe are with her. About a dozen came with us. The rest went south like you suggested.” I can feel his stare. “How did you know they were here? How did you know to come back when you did? Where’s William?”

			I open my eyes. Kate. She tried to warn me about this. About Simon. I didn’t get here in time, but Kate tried. I saved her convoy, and she tried to save my home. I wonder if she considers us even. Is this what we are to each other? Not enemies but not quite friends? Just two people who look out for each other?

			Jack looks at me expectantly. I shake my head, not able to give him anything more than that.

			“I got the kit,” Mike says as he appears beside us, out of breath. “And some water.” I take the canteen and chug. “Hey, slow down.”

			“Where’s William?” Jack asks again.

			I catch my breath and head to the front gate. “He’s not coming. It’ll be morning soon. We have work to do before the raiders see the smoke and come to pillage.”

			“Not that it matters at this point,” Mike says. He motions around us.

			“What do you mean, he’s not coming?” Jack asks.

			“He’s not coming.” My voice comes out scratchy and harsh. I try again. “He’s in Sioux Falls. He’s not coming.”

			“Okay.” Mike and Jack share a look.

			“It was Simon. He did this,” I say. Jack’s expression tightens, and his fists clench. “He got away.”

			Mike takes a deep breath. “What do you want to do?”

			“I’m going to kill him.” My body tenses, and the rage creeps back in.

			“We should’ve already killed him. We should’ve killed all of them,” Jack says.

			I don’t tell him that killing them would’ve meant killing Kate. Something I absolutely will not allow.

			“Let’s burn the bodies while the fires are still going. There’s no time to build pyres. Then we’ll strip the buggies for tech.” I hand the canteen back to Mike and ignore Jack’s comment, pushing my emotions back down. I’ve wallowed long enough; I can grieve when the war is over. Until then, I’ve got work to do.

			“Should we salvage what’s left of the town?” Jack asks, looking around as though noticing the destruction for the first time.

			“There’s nothing left.” I say, devoid of any emotion.

			“You want to leave it all for the raiders?”

			“Look around you, Jack. There’s nothing left.” He meets my gaze, challenging me. “If you want to poke through charred furniture and debris, fine. But I don’t have the energy to fight off raiders. I just want to get what we can use and leave. There’s nothing left.”

			He hangs his head. “I hate the idea of raiders—”

			I put my hand on his shoulder, and his body deflates. “Me too.” He doesn’t have to finish his thought. I’m feeling it, too. The idea of anyone, especially raiders, going through our town like fucking vultures… “But we can’t lose anyone else. We have to move.”

			He takes slow breaths, and I wait. Finally, he nods. “Yeah.”

			Giving his shoulder one last squeeze, we shift gears and begin to circle the town. I stop at the first of several dead NAF soldiers, taking their weapons and tossing them aside.

			“What about your arm?” Mike wonders as he holds up the first aid kit.

			“It’s fine.” I pull my scarf back up over my face, my determination outweighing my pain and search them for anything else. “Let’s get to work.”

			* * *

			It feels like hours until all the bodies have been cremated, each receiving a moment of silence. We don’t speak as we mourn. I don’t think any of us knows what to say. At least, I don’t. They were our friends. Our neighbors. Instead, I apologize and pray their souls find peace. But even that doesn’t feel good enough.

			Some are unspeakably harder than others to lay to rest. A council member. A teenager. A mother. My jaw tightens so hard that I’m not sure if I’ll ever be able to unlatch it again. I wish I was better at grieving.

			Afterward, we get cleaned up by the freezing lake while the fires dwindle behind us. Once the ash and blood have been washed away, we load the buggy that Jack and Mike arrived in with weapons and everything else we managed to salvage. The sun rises, casting a pink glow over the charred shell of our town.

			Jack stares at the tank. “Think they’ll come back for this?”

			I grab my discarded jacket, anxious to leave. “Doubt it. Strip it and take what you can from the remaining buggies. Take one with you back to Pine Ridge. They could use it.”

			They share a look. “We’re not going back to Pine Ridge,” Mike says slowly, as if I should’ve known this all along.

			Jack is more direct. “We’re going with you.”

			I head for my Jeep. “You don’t want to go with me.”

			“It’s not your call,” Jack says.

			“Actually, it is,” I snap, spinning around and forcing the words through gritted teeth. “I’m going back to Rapid City. You are not. You don’t belong in this war.”

			Jack motions to the remains of White River. “The war is here, Dani. We’re in it whether we want to be or not. You’re not the only one who lost something today. You’re not the only one itching to get in the fight and push these assholes out of our territory. So get over yourself. It’s not all about you and what you want.”

			I stare back at him. Mike is silent as he stands between us. I can see the rage and the pain in Jack’s eyes as he remains in a standoff with me. I know him well enough to know that the only way to quell that rage inside is to unleash it. We’re too much alike.

			“Fine,” I say after a moment. “Strip the vehicles, blow the inside of the tank, and then we’re heading out. We’ve already wasted enough time here.”

			Jack nods once and climbs up the side of the tank, grenade in hand. Part of me is pissed that he and Mike are chasing trouble, but another part of me is relieved to have the best hand-to-hand fighter and the most accurate marksman I’ve ever known watching my back. Despite everything, despite losing my home, I’m beyond grateful to still have my family.

			* * *

			We pass some raiders on the outskirts of town, and though I left all my fight at White River, I’m glad we aren’t still there to see them pick the place apart. The image makes me sick. Gripping the steering wheel tighter, I push on the accelerator.

			By the time we get to Rapid City, the sun is high, and my adrenaline has long since dissipated. We park the cars and haul what we can to our rooms at the old Alex Johnson. I’ve barely made it to the hallway of my floor when a door flies open, and Lucas and Darby come barreling out.

			“Holy shit, are you guys okay?” Darby asks, throwing her arms around Mike and then Jack, relief flooding her features.

			I barely have time to steady myself before Lucas does the same, pulling me into a tight embrace. I drop my bags and pull him in. When Lucas has had enough, he steps back and checks me over. I know I must look terrible.

			“What happened?” Darby asks breathlessly.

			“Simon,” Jack spits out.

			Darby’s eyes meet mine. “White River?” I can tell by the rough way she swallows that she already knows the answer. “Survivors?” No one says a word. I shake my head.

			Jack drops two bags containing the salvaged tech and looks at me. “I’m going to radio Rhiannon. Let her know what’s going on. Do you wanna come?”

			“I can’t. Not yet.” I wouldn’t even know what to say to her or to any of them. Jack takes pity on me and leaves without arguing.

			“William checked in while you were gone,” Darby says quietly. I turn to her, having a feeling where this is going. “He’s pissed about the convoy never departing Grand Forks and he’s hell-bent on finding out what went wrong.”

			Her eyes flick from me to Lucas, and I suspect my brother has told her I’m the reason.

			“He also wanted to tell you that he was pulling people together at your request to send to White River. He’s waiting to hear from you.”

			“Okay.” I rub my face, my body tired. “Radio him back and tell him he’s too late. White River is gone. Have him send his people to Pierre with supplies before the NAF can get to them. Though it might be too late for that, too.”

			“Why don’t you get yourself cleaned up, kid. You reek and look like death,” Lucas says softly.

			“Maybe get some sleep,” Mike suggests from behind me. I had almost forgotten he was there. “I’ll help Jack get the rest of the stuff from the buggies.”

			I pick up my bag, too tired to argue. “I’ll come find you later.”

			Back in my room, the curtains are drawn open just enough for the sun to shine through. I close and lock the door behind me and toss the bag aside. Stripping off my clothes, I toss them into a pile. They reek of smoke and death. I’ll be burning those later.

			I wince the second the freezing water hits my skin. But I’m unable to stand the grime that covers my body so I stand under the steady flow and wipe myself clean. Once it finally warms, I sigh and grab what’s left of my lavender soap and lather a washcloth.

			I scrub until I’m red, and even then, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to wash away the death that has seeped into my bones. Tossing the soap and the cloth to the side of the tub, I press my palms flat against the aging tile. Bowing my head, I let the hot water wash over me and close my eyes, desperately hoping it will ease the tension from my body.

			Images of White River engulfed in raging fires flicker behind my eyelids, and the faces of the dead haunt me. I soak in the pictures, the sounds, smells, and tastes, committing every single detail to memory, burying it deep within my psyche. I go over their faces again and again, only hoping that their souls are now at peace, their pain and suffering left behind.

			But I refuse to forget. I want the pain to stay with me. Even if the weight of it is crushing.

			I shut the water off when it begins to run cold. Taking my time drying off, I examine the wound on my arm, grimacing at the sight. Elise would have my hide if she knew how long it took me to tend to it. A rush of relief courses through me knowing she’s safe.

			My first aid kit is rather pathetic, but there’s some disinfectant and a large bandage so I patch myself up as best I can and hope it won’t get infected. I examine my arms, one with stitches and the other a fresh bandage. There will be bruises soon, some are already starting to form along my ribs. I’m a mess.

			It takes some effort to pull on a new shirt, but it feels good to be in clean clothes. I dry my hair as best I can and toss the damp towel to the side, my limbs feeling heavy.

			The room is cold. I debate starting a fire and warming the air. Most places don’t have a woodstove; even here, only the large rooms and suites are equipped, but I’m not sure I have the energy despite the luxury.

			Ignoring the low grumble of my stomach, I pull the covers back on the bed and crawl in. I think of Kate and wonder how she’s doing in Grand Forks. How was she able to stop the convoy? Is she safe? How did she know where to find me? I turn to face the streak of light streaming through my window and shiver. I think of her face, her hazel eyes sparkling in the firelight after I kissed her. It’s the last thing I see before I fall into a thick, dreamless slumber.

			* * *

			By the time I wake, my room is dark. It must be well into night. It takes a moment to light a lantern, then I realize someone slipped a note under my door. It asks me to join the discussion in William’s room. I wonder when he got in. With a heavy sigh, I rub my eyes, trying to wake more fully. I still feel groggy, like I could sleep for a solid week, and it may not be enough.

			After stretching, I step into a clean pair of pants and pull on my boots. I run my fingers through my still damp hair and loosen the tangles, pulling it into a messy bun.

			The door to William’s room is surprisingly unlocked. He looks up from a large map, his glasses slipping down his nose. “Dani.” He sighs and crosses the distance. He places his hands on my shoulders, and I try not to shrug off his touch. “Your friends told me what happened.”

			Jack and Mike stand near the window, both looking exhausted. Darby sits at a desk fiddling with some new tech and looking extremely engrossed, while Lucas, Ericson, and Hugo stand at the table with William, elbow-deep in a pile of maps and papers.

			“I’m so sorry about White River.” William’s voice is soft and sincere as he tries to catch my gaze. His mood must’ve softened at the tragic news of my home. If Jack and Mike told him about my killing spree, he doesn’t seem bothered. I guess he wouldn’t be. He’s seen me do worse. The thought makes me cringe.

			Stepping out of his grasp, I make no effort to hide how pissed off I am. “I don’t need your pity. I needed your people.”

			He has the decency to look scolded. “I had to make the hard choice—”

			“I don’t give a shit about your choices.” The room goes still at my outburst, all eyes on me. “I needed you. They needed you. Pierre needed you. And you left them all hanging. You’re ignoring people who need you.”

			“It’s not that simple,” William says. To his credit, his voice is steady. Unwavering. It does nothing to calm me down.

			“It is that simple.” I take a step toward him. No one makes a move to stop me. “Pierre asked for your help. I asked for your help. You never came. The NAF saw the opportunity and swooped in.”

			“What are you talking about?” Jack asks. “What’s going on?”

			I look at William, giving him the opportunity to explain. He doesn’t.

			“Pierre asked the Resistance for help. They were hurting and needed supplies. William brushed them off. They had no other choice but to turn to the NAF. Kate and the others were on their way with supplies when they were caught in a sandstorm. Then they were attacked by raiders, and that’s what pushed them in our direction. They weren’t part of a convoy south. They were on their way to help Pierre because the Resistance chose not to.”

			All eyes shift from me to William, but he stays focused on me.

			“Is that true?” Mike asks.

			“You haven’t been part of this war for years. You chose to hide and to leave us all behind,” Ericson says to me. He steps closer, adding himself to our argument. “You don’t get to judge us or our decisions.”

			“Like hell we don’t,” Jack says. He steps up to my side, staring Ericson down.

			Lucas holds out his hands, preventing anyone from saying another word or moving. “My comrades, the past is the past, and that’s where it needs to stay.”

			William and I stare at each other. We are nowhere near finished with this argument, but Lucas is right. We have a situation on our hands that needs dealing with right now, and fighting about what already happened won’t change a thing.

			“Fine.” I head toward the table to look at the map and papers. “So the convoy never departed.” Right down to business.

			“It was almost as if the NAF were tipped off,” Ericson says, staring right at me.

			“Or your intel was bad,” I offer, and I look at the maps. There’s a giant X over Denver and large circles around Helena and Omaha, both cities near military bases.

			“The intel wasn’t bad. They just pulled out at the last moment,” William explains, glancing at Hugo, who shrugs his confirmation. “Unfortunately, it happens from time to time. Not usually on an operation of this magnitude, however.”

			“Maybe your guy on the inside is bad,” Jack says with his arms crossed.

			Hugo bites into an apple. “Our guy is good. Something spooked them. We think there might be a loyalist spy in Fargo.”

			“If that’s the case, wouldn’t they have known about the ambush long enough to tell the NAF once the plan was implemented?” I continue to theorize as if I wasn’t the one to tip off the NAF regarding the ambush. Something I’m not at all sorry for. “It would’ve given the NAF enough time to come up with a counterattack.”

			“That’s why we think something else may have happened. Perhaps scouts went ahead and saw that our numbers were greater than they had anticipated and pulled back.” William sighs. “This is why we need to be more careful next time.”

			“Next time?” Jack asks with a snort. “You don’t think they’ll be expecting you to try again?”

			“Not if we lead them to believe we aren’t ready to regroup after our failure,” William points out.

			I wince at the word and share a look with Lucas. It doesn’t appear that they have any leads on who tipped off the NAF, and William certainly seems to want to move on from it and rebound as quickly as possible. “Then what’s the latest intel?”

			William takes a deep breath and points toward the map. “Denver’s first personnel convoy was a success. They’re planning to run their first supplies soon. Malmstrom, a couple hours north of Helena, is also on the agenda. Both expected to move out in two days. Offutt, just south of Omaha, is also still moving, they just put it on hold. No confirmation on when.”

			“No word on Omaha, supply run to Denver to coincide with a convoy to Malmstrom in two days, and most of our people and supplies now en route to Pierre. That’s all we have?” Ericson scoffs. “Well, that’s it, then. We’re screwed.”

			“They’re running two convoys at the same time?” Jack asks.

			“It keeps the Resistance from funneling too many resources into one area. Either we go after them all and are spread too thin to do much damage or we take one out allowing the other convoys to succeed,” William explains. “The convoy that was supposed to travel to Omaha a few days ago was a singular movement. It would’ve been a huge success.”

			His statement strikes me as odd, considering the NAF always spreads out. It makes me wonder if the Resistance were actually the ones getting played.

			“And now that everyone is going to Pierre, we really are spread thin.” Ericson says. “We should’ve left our people where they were and handled the convoy when it relaunched to Omaha. That was the plan. It should’ve stayed the plan.”

			“Ericson, not now,” William says.

			“You’re moving too many people,” Ericson shouts. “It’s what they want.”

			“Not running any other convoys when Omaha was supposed to depart should’ve been a huge red flag. You’re lucky the NAF stopped their convoy. You were probably being set up. You should’ve known better, William.” I sound like a mother scolding her children.

			Ericson stares at me, shocked. And William sighs, as if he knew it was too good to be true but had decided to try anyway. He’s getting desperate and it’s starting to show.

			Ignoring William and Ericson exchanging a few heated words, I stare at the map, a new sense of purpose coursing through me, fueled by what happened at White River. I’m itching for a fight. “Get me the latest map of the north and Midwest. Specifically old highway maps from North Dakota and Montana. Including all current supply locations and major towns.”

			Ericson steps out of the way as William and Hugo dig through the piles of maps tucked away in a locked chest beside the fireplace. “You want to try to stop the convoy to Malmstrom? With such short notice? Are you crazy?”

			“You’re right. We’re moving too many people.” My agreement startles him into silence. I push papers aside for the maps I requested. “We have more than we need in this room.”

			“You want to mount an attack with eight men?” Jack asks as he inches closer to the table for a better look.

			“And women,” Darby adds without looking up.

			Ericson leaves his place at the table and falls into the plush cushions on the sofa across the room. “You’re dumber than I thought.”

			“What are you thinking?” William asks as I study the maps.

			My mother and her family taught me about the Great Plains, showing me the land in the Dakotas and old Montana. As children, Lucas and I explored much of the territory and learned how to survive off the land. When I was older, my father and I ventured through the Rocky Mountains, establishing Resistance posts in places like Bozeman and the Big Belt mountains.

			We drew maps everywhere we went. I loved to know what I’d seen and where I’d been. I would memorize all I could and learn from the land around me. We would find unbeaten paths and stay clear of the main roads, where raiders liked to lurk, and wandered parallel to them, searching for people willing to help the Resistance in old forgotten towns.

			I’d been to Helena a few times growing up. It was a large but highly influential town, surrounded by mountains and…

			I look to Lucas. “Can you get me Dad’s journals and the maps we used to draw? Find the ones that include Helena and Malmstrom.”

			Absently rubbing the back of my neck, I study the possible routes.

			“What’s Malmstrom?” Darby asks, her curiosity now slightly more piqued.

			“It was an old Air Force base that was abandoned after the third world war,” I say. Lucas places the journals and maps in front of me.

			“Last I heard, a lot of the structures are still standing,” William explains. “No one out here really had any interest in the place after the devastation, and raiders like to camp in the area, so we kind of stayed clear. It’d be a great foothold for the north if the NAF were to claim it as theirs. Back east, there were reports of specialists being sent west, farther out than Grand Forks.”

			“Knowing what’s there, you should’ve investigated,” I mumble.

			Jack crosses his arms. “Care to elaborate for us simple folk?”

			William takes a deep breath, preparing, no doubt, for a long-winded history lesson. “During the Cold War, Malmstrom was the epicenter for nuclear warhead silos—”

			“They stockpiled nukes,” I interrupt.

			The room once again stills. Darby looks up from her tinkering, and Jack and Mike stand in stunned silence.

			Shifting from foot to foot, Mike clears his throat. “Are they still there?”

			With a shrug, I study the maps on the table. “A lot of them were fired in the last war before the place went dead, but I’m sure there’s still plenty of dangerous shit floating around.”

			“Why the hell isn’t the Resistance there? Why is this place even an open option for the gray coats?” Jack is turning red with anger. “You’re all running around like chickens without your heads. Not helping towns in need, not taking over bases with fucking nukes, just blowing up cars and fighting about numbers.” He’s catching on to why I had my fill of the Resistance and tried to move away from it. The whole movement became way too political.

			“Watch yourself,” Ericson warns as he begins to advance.

			I’m in no mood for such an ardent display of machismo, but thankfully, William steps in and holds his hands out toward both men, stopping them.

			“I can appreciate the passion, but now is not the time to get into specifics. In short”—he turns toward Jack—“we don’t have enough fighters to maintain, control, and inhabit all the old bases spread around this country or help every single town who requests it. Not when efforts are better spent in the field. As for the threats?” William turns toward Ericson. “Leave them at the door. We need to work together now more than ever. That includes explaining history and practices when warranted to our newest guests. Understood?”

			Ericson does nothing but grunt and turns to fall back on the sofa. I give Jack a look of impatience, and he finally relaxes a bit with his posturing.

			My attention is back on the maps as I try to figure out the NAF’s play. “Whatever they’re secretly working on won’t be a secret much longer. It’s about to become a problem if they’re sending an entire convoy.”

			“You suggest we point our attention there?” William asks.

			“I do,” I answer. “Hugo, is this a supply run or personnel?”

			“As far as I am aware it’s personnel.”

			“Then they’re going to want to get there quickly to establish control. We make sure they know we’ve pulled our fighters out of Sioux Falls and sent them to Pierre. Direct attention there.”

			William gives me a look. “And the convoy to Malmstrom?”

			“With the main roads washed out, they’re going to have to go through the mountains where we’ll be waiting.”

			“Going through the mountains would be suicide,” Ericson says from his spot on the sofa.

			“That’s the idea,” William says, understanding immediately. He turns to Hugo. “Can you get ahold of your contacts and confirm it’s a personnel convoy and find out what path they’ll take?”

			A drawn-out sigh comes from Jack. “You’re forgetting that there’s still only eight of us.”

			“We can station another point person here,” I say, pointing at the map and ignoring Jack, “and then we’ll know their route for sure. That should leave us enough time to set up here, here, and here.”

			Ericson scoffs, not even bothering to get up and read the routes. “Just like that? One look at an old map, and suddenly, you know everything?”

			“Maps will be what wins this war,” I mumble without taking my eyes off the suspected route.

			“You’ll never get lost when looking at the stars for guidance,” Lucas says proudly.

			“Issue two,” Darby says confidently and incorrectly. She’s read the comics that Lucas quotes over and over; how has she never gotten one single issue correct?

			Ericson grows impatient and stands, motioning wildly in what I assume to be a mix of anger and irritation. “You still have no idea if any of this is actually going to happen. You don’t even know that these maps are accurate.”

			“They’re accurate,” William confirms. “The terrain has changed a lot since the war. We spent a lot of time accounting for those changes.”

			Ericson focuses on him. “I say we wait for intel on the convoy to Omaha and then try again. Some of our people are still in position and ready to attack. Besides, you said they were tipped off. How do you know whoever tipped them off about Omaha won’t tip them off about Malmstrom? Don’t you think they’ll send more scouts this time? Checking to make sure a possible ambush doesn’t happen along every route? Especially through the mountains?”

			“Because we keep it limited.” I can hear the excitement in William’s voice. He’s already on board. “Only the eight of us will know our exact location. All other intel will suggest that we’ve given up on the convoy to Omaha and turned our attention instead to the people of Pierre.”

			“And the eight of us can scatter and hide in the mountains quickly and easily without drawing attention,” Mike says.

			“Can you tell me what vehicles the convoy will consist of?” I ask Hugo, finally looking up from the maps. “Tanks, busses, buggies?”

			He shrugs. “Give me a few hours and I can give you a rough estimate.”

			“Do you think you can assemble everything you need in under two days?” William asks me.

			“You’re damn right I can.” I’m confident I can make this happen. I need to make this happen. Someone has to pay for this.

			“We had over a hundred people ready to take out the convoy to Omaha, and you’re telling me you think we can take out the convoy to Malmstrom with just the eight of us?” Ericson laughs. “There is no way.”

			“You haven’t seen what I’m capable of.” I say, confident if not arrogant.

			“You can assemble enough explosives to take out tanks and trucks in a day?” Ericson’s tone is laced with doubt.

			“I’m a remarkable scavenger.” I easily slip back into the role of Daughter of the Resistance. Overconfident and reckless. Feels like home.

			Despite the skeptical looks from around the room, William smiles. “I think this could work.”

			




Chapter Ten: The Offer

			Kate

			I have spent the entire day poring over personnel records and trying to figure out a way to help Privates Silva and Miller. It’s hard to focus. I’m desperate to know more about the blast on Malmstrom and who, if anyone, was caught in the crossfire. After reading the same line over and over for the fifth or sixth time, I drop the file on my desk and rub my eyes. The only thing that seems to settle my nerves is knowing that Dani wasn’t at the base. Instead, she went after my mother near Ellsworth.

			How did my mother know Dani might be in the area? She said the radio would reach about five hundred and fifty miles from Offutt Air Force Base. That’s a rather large circle for her to be in. Though she did say someone else may be on the other end, which may mean that she’s even farther out than that and just has a contact within that parameter.

			She could be anywhere. I really should’ve asked where she was hiding.

			I try to focus on the reports, something I can control, instead of something I so clearly can’t. Scanning the names of all of the soldiers who have requested early retirement, discharge, and transfers, I try to find a pattern. The problem is, there’s not much here. It’s unsettling to say the least. Over the past five years, fewer and fewer requests for transfer or discharge have been granted. Only two soldiers that I can find and they were officers way above Silva and Miller’s rank. Not one private has been given such permission.

			Looks like discharge isn’t an option. And transferring them somewhere else isn’t on the table either. Who knows where they’d be sent and what they would be asked to do? I knew this was a long shot. But it seems the NAF is more short-handed than I previously thought. They can’t afford to let anyone go, and my hope of helping them is quickly deflating.

			I’m exhausted. My eyes feel dry and tired, and I’ve unbuttoned the top buttons of my jacket so it doesn’t feel as suffocating in the now stifling room. My hair is unwashed and falling out of the pins used to hold it in place at the base of my neck. I must look like a disheveled mess.

			Turning down my heater, I switch over to skim the reports Rodrigues has been working on regarding the drones. Her notes are immaculate, using her research from Malmstrom and referencing the supplies that arrived this past afternoon on base, I know the general will be pleased.

			With that read, I go over her update about sending out messages to several locations regarding the transfer of leadership to the NAF. There has been no reply regarding any of them but no pushback either.

			“That’s a start,” I mumble to myself. The more cities and townships that willingly relinquish control to the NAF, the better. I wonder if Dani is residing in one of them. Staring at the piles of files spread out across my desk, I groan. The work is never-ending, and it’s hard to keep it all straight.

			Knowing I should get some rest, I gather my files and head home. The walk back to my house is quiet. I figure most everyone must be in bed or getting ready to head that way. Yawning, I can’t help feeling jealous of anyone who gets more than a couple hours of sleep. It’s been hard to come by recently. Between the traveling and nightmares, I don’t even remember what a peaceful night feels like. The closest I’ve come was the single night I shared with Dani. Even then, I was up half the night…

			I let my thoughts linger there awhile longer, unable to keep from smiling.

			I reach my quarters and can physically feel the proximity of my bed. Yawning again, I know the first thing I need to do before I sleep is try to get ahold of Dani. I couldn’t reach her last night or this morning. If I can’t reach Dani tonight, I’m ignoring her warning about using Archie and will get ahold of him up in Grand Forks in the morning.

			My hand hesitates on the knob, a strange feeling coming over me, and I’m not sure why. Cautiously, I push open the door and am met with silence, save for the fire burning strong in the sitting room. A fire I didn’t start. For the briefest of seconds, I remember the last time a fire was lit in my place of residence without my knowledge.

			I hold my breath, a wave of excitement coming over me as I look farther into the room, only to exhale in disappointment at seeing Ryan waiting for me and not the girl I was hoping for.

			“It’s late,” I tell him and drop the files on the table by the door so I can wash my hands. The look on his face as he refuses to so much as glance in my direction makes me pause. Even the fire does nothing to slice through the chill in the room. “Is everything okay?”

			I can see his jaw flex in the firelight, and it’s only then I see what is resting on his knee. My stomach drops. He lifts the radio but still refuses to look at me. “What’s this?”

			I finish cleaning my hands slowly as I try to calm the panic rapidly growing in my belly. I do my best not to appear guilty of anything. Ryan knows me too well for me to play dumb, but I try anyway. “Where did you get that?”

			“I was getting my notebooks from your bag and found it at the bottom. It seemed odd that you had a non-NAF issued radio. It took me a minute to realize exactly what it was.” He turns to me, his gaze cold and hard. “Are you a spy?”

			I take my time drying my hands. It’s clear the radio is mine; there’s no way of getting around that. I should’ve hidden it better. But then again, I didn’t really think anyone would go through my personal items inside my bedroom. There’s a penalty for entering an officer’s house without permission. But I doubt I can leverage my situation with that, considering what Ryan found.

			I try to figure out how much he’s pieced together or whether he’s turned it on and scanned the frequencies to see who may be on the other end. I wonder if he’s tried to make contact. And for the first time since Dani gave it to me, I hope that no one has tried to reach me.

			“Answer me.” His voice echoes through the room, making me jump. I’m surprised at the anger behind it. I haven’t heard him use that tone with me, well, ever.

			Slowly, I put the towel down and take several steps into the sitting room. “No. I’m not a spy.”

			“Then what is this?” He gives the radio a little shake. My eyes fall to it, hoping again that he didn’t turn it on. “Tell me what the hell is going on.”

			“First of all, you need to lower your voice.” My tone is clipped. If we are going to do this, I don’t need him yelling for the whole damn street to hear. And I sure don’t appreciate his tone. I go to the window and peek through the curtains to make sure no one is out despite not seeing much of anyone out and about on my walk here.

			This time, when he speaks, his voice is softer but still dripping with accusation. “It’s from her, isn’t it? You’re still in contact with her.”

			I pull the curtains shut tightly, but I don’t loosen my grip on the fabric as I try to steady the pounding of my heart. “It’s not what you think,” I say without turning.

			“No? So you didn’t leave base under the guise of an R and R for a secret meetup with an active member of the Resistance?”

			Okay, so it’s exactly as he thinks. My shoulders slump. I take a deep breath and shake my head, not able to find the words to explain to him my situation with Dani and not even bothering to hide the fact that he’s right. “It’s complicated.” I finally turn and look at him.

			“Well, I’ve got time. Uncomplicate it.” He looks betrayed. Hurt.

			I sit on the chair beside him and drag my palms over my thighs to steady my nerves. “I told you that she was the one who warned me about the ambush on the convoy to Omaha.” I swallow hard. “I tried to warn her about Simon and White River. But I was too late.”

			His expression shifts to confusion. “You tried to warn her? Why would you do that?”

			The question ignites something in me, pushing my nerves into anger. “Because those people didn’t deserve what happened to them. They didn’t deserve to be massacred. They at least deserved a chance to surrender peacefully or evacuate.”

			“You gave away confidential information. You gave away our position.” He looks absolutely flabbergasted. “Kate, she killed the unit that we sent there.”

			“And they killed innocent people. Destroyed their home. And for what? Revenge?” Now I’m the one who needs to lower my voice, but I’ll be damned if I let Ryan believe that Simon was in the right here. “We didn’t give them a chance to surrender. There were children. Elderly. Slaughtered, Ryan. In the middle of the night while they were sleeping. Is that what you want the National Armed Forces to be known for? Murdering people in their sleep? The actions of Simon?” All my doubts about the NAF come spilling out like water through a broken dam.

			Ryan’s jaw clenches, and I doubt we’ll find any common ground on the issue tonight. Maybe not ever. It makes me sad to think of our friendship slipping away over this. “What happened to you when we were in White River? What did she do to you?”

			“She didn’t do anything.” I can’t keep the annoyance from my tone. The way he asks makes it seem like she tied me up and brainwashed me with her elusive magic. “You were there. Nothing happened.”

			“Something must’ve happened.”

			“We talked. That’s it,” I tell him honestly. “She told me personal things. Things I never knew about her.”

			My mind goes back to her story about what happened with Jess and how her recklessness caused a child she loved to lose her eyesight. How she so desperately wanted to be a different person than that. How hard she tried to be normal, to start over.

			“We painted such a clear picture of her at the academy. And it turns out, she’s a lot more complex than that. She’s a human being with feelings, just like the rest of us. She’s not some emotionless monster. Everything she’s been through, what Lucas has been through…My mother ordered the death of their father. Right in front of them.” I turn toward the fireplace and stare at the orange and yellow flames. “I would’ve shot the enemy’s daughter in the head on sight if it was me.”

			I can feel Ryan staring. “Are you defending the terrible things she’s done because of how she handled her grief?”

			“Of course not,” I snap. “I just understand a little bit better why she did them. We had people telling us what she was like, people who hadn’t even met her. How does that make any sense?”

			He opens his mouth but closes it again as if reconsidering. I turn back toward the fire and wait. Finally, he speaks, and it’s so quiet, I almost don’t hear it. “Are you sleeping with her?”

			Of all the questions I thought he was going to ask, that was not high on the list. And it’s not a topic I wish to discuss with him. Or anyone. An image of Dani pulling me into her lap as she kisses me pops into my mind.

			I turn away without answering, beyond grateful that he can’t read my mind, but my silence appears to be enough.

			He exhales deeply, as if I just punched him in the chest and forced all the air from his lungs. We sit in silence for a moment. I have no desire to get into more detail about that part of my relationship with Dani, and I refuse to let him make me feel guilty about it.

			He clears his throat. “Do you have feelings for her?”

			Despite that very question being always on my mind, I don’t allow myself to think about it. I’m scared of what it may mean if I do. Uncertain how to answer, I deflect. “I’m not a spy or a traitor. I’m not.” Thankfully, he doesn’t push.

			Finally, I turn and meet his eyes only to find hurt and sadness. This isn’t just about the NAF. I know it goes deeper than that. More personal. “But you told her about Simon.”

			I stand, unable to stay seated any longer. Not with all these emotions coursing through me. I pace in front of the fireplace, my agitation building at the mention of his name. “Simon is out of control. No one deserves to be executed like that. He’s out there blowing up bases, burning towns, and reveling in the destruction. My mother has given him free rein to do whatever it takes to draw Dani out and kill her. Including sacrificing our own. And before you ask, yes, I told Dani that Simon was coming for her.”

			“Jesus, Kate.” He sits back in the chair, slumping into the cushions.

			“It’s not right, Ryan. There are rules of war. Rules of engagement. And my mother has no problem breaking them. Then we have the audacity to act surprised when the Resistance does? We can’t have it both ways. My mother was willing to sacrifice her own soldiers, blowing up our own bases, at a chance of taking down members of the Resistance, and we’re supposed to be okay with that? And all for what? Why? What is it about the Clarks and William Russell that my mother hates so much?” My blood is boiling now, and all the exhaustion that previously consumed me has taken a back seat to the anger that has been building inside me since leaving White River.

			Ryan slams his hands on his legs. “That’s what war is! Sacrifice for the greater good, but you can’t bear the thought of those tough calls, can you?”

			His words are like a slap in the face. I glare at him. “You sound just like my mother.”

			He leans forward and motions to the radio he tossed on the small table between the chairs. “How long have you had this? Have you been in constant communication with her since we left White River? What else have you told her?”

			“Nothing.” I stop pacing and cross my arms. “We haven’t spoken since I got here.”

			“But that’s what it’s for, right? To give her a heads up regarding our orders?” I don’t answer. “Would you have warned her about Malmstrom? About the decoys the general sent?”

			Yes. “I don’t know.”

			“Are you going to tell her about the drones?”

			I don’t say anything. He lets out a noise of disbelief and turns toward the fire. The room is eerily silent except for the crackling and pop of the flames.

			“Are you in love with her?”

			It’s asked so suddenly that I’m not prepared for the way my body rocks. I steady myself; the weight of his question feels heavy. “I’m…” I snap my mouth shut. To say I’m not feels like a lie. This is the reason I’ve been avoiding thinking about my feelings. Hearing Ryan speak it into existence shocks me to my very core.

			“You have to be. Otherwise, why do all this? Why jeopardize your entire career, your life?” He looks at me with an expression I can’t place, but it’s almost as if he’s struggling to keep tears at bay. He blinks rapidly and clenches his jaw. “How do you know she’s not using you? Playing you for information? Saying what you want to hear?”

			I shake my head adamantly. No. No. Dani wouldn’t do that. I know she wouldn’t. I know it with every fiber of my being. “She’s not.”

			“How do you know?” His voice is pleading, begging me to reconsider.

			“I just do,” I say with all the certainty I’m capable of.

			His voice wavers. “Did she make you promises after you were intimate? Promises you wanted to believe because you’re—”

			“That’s not fair, and it’s certainly none of your fucking business.” I give him a look of warning, one that I hope says he’s dangerously close to crossing a line he doesn’t want to cross with me.

			“You’re literally sleeping with the enemy and sharing NAF intel.” His voice cracks, and I can see now that he was unsuccessful at keeping his tears at bay. “I think it’s worth a closer look at her intentions. Especially since you think you’re in love with her.”

			“Just stop,” I yell and have to refrain from covering my ears. “You don’t know anything about her.”

			“And you think you do?” He stands and motions toward the window as if actively showing me the damage she has caused. “I know she single-handedly took out a convoy a few days ago. Killed almost a hundred people in the blink of an eye. Not to mention all the other people she killed, families she destroyed, after her father died. But you’re too wrapped up in what Simon’s doing and the way you think you feel about her to care about any of that, aren’t you? What else is there to possibly know, right?”

			I have absolutely no idea how to respond to the pain in his voice. Especially not when he doesn’t want to listen.

			He hastily wipes at the tears on his cheeks.

			I suck in a slow, steadying breath. “There’s more to her than just killing.”

			“You want to know what I think?” I really don’t, but he doesn’t give me a chance to voice my thoughts before continuing. “I think, you think, you love her as some twisted way to get back at your mother.”

			I punch him. His face snaps to the side with the force of the blow. I flex my fingers, the adrenaline too strong to feel any pain.

			He brings his hand to his face and opens and shuts his mouth, working his jaw from side to side.

			I stare at him, my chest heaving as I try to steady myself.

			As if realizing the gravity of the insult, he slumps and looks away. “I need to think.”

			Panic mixes with rage. Despite our history, despite his loyalty to me, he has always been unwavering when it comes to his commitment to the NAF and to me. The news of my relationship with Dani has put him in an impossible situation, both personally and with the NAF. For the first time since I’ve known him, I’m not sure who he’ll choose.

			He makes his way to the door, and I follow, desperate for him not to do or say anything about the radio and what I’ve done but still so angry over his outburst. I hate that he’s so clearly hurting, but he had no right to say the things he said.

			“Ryan.”

			He stops at the door and turns his head slightly in my direction. I can already see a bruise forming along his jaw. He doesn’t look at me. “I won’t tell anyone, Kate. Not yet. But you need to reevaluate if this is where your loyalty lies and if you really want to be here. Or if you’re devoted to someone else.” His gaze finally meets mine. “It’s only a matter of time before someone else figures out what you’ve been doing. And when they do…” He lets his warning linger for a beat and then leaves.

			I drag myself back into the sitting area and collapse into a large chair as the door clicks into place. The look of utter betrayal on Ryan’s face leaves me unnerved. I have no reason to believe he will turn me in tonight, not while he’s still processing everything, and his temper is so hot, but I haven’t seen him look at me like that since I ended our own relationship.

			Shaking my hand, I look at my knuckles with a frown. The pain is finally seeping in and not just with my hand. His accusation of not being loyal to the NAF stings just as bad.

			There are times where I question NAF methods, but I have always remained loyal to the cause. I have always remained loyal to my duty and to my land. To be accused of treason makes me sick with guilt.

			I warned Dani about Simon, but I refuse to believe that was a betrayal of the NAF. 

			And it certainly wasn’t because I was in some lovesick haze. I was trying to protect innocent people. White River wasn’t harboring Resistance. They didn’t deserve to be punished as if they were. Dani had quit; she wasn’t part of the Resistance anymore. She was just a normal townsperson living her day-to-day life as a regular person. It was immoral to slaughter those people, plain and simple.

			I lean back in the chair and take the pins from my hair, letting it down and running my fingers through the tangles, hissing when I stretch my fingers wide. I really decked him hard.

			His words really hurt. I’m a good soldier. I can do a lot of good here. I can make sure people are taken care of, and I can help unite this country into something great. I can alter the course of the war. I owe it to the people of the wasteland to try.

			What I’m doing with Dani has nothing to do with getting back at my mother. Getting back at her for what, exactly? Undermining me? Ignoring my proposals and ideas? Neglecting to be an actual mother when I needed her to be?

			I close my eyes. No. What I have with Dani isn’t a revenge play directed at my mother, and it certainly isn’t love. It’s…it’s attraction. And fondness and maybe the element of excitement. That’s it. It’s surely not love.

			But it’s something.

			I’ll talk to Ryan again in the morning and make him see that my attraction to Dani has no effect on my long-term plan for bringing this nation together. I’ll tell him that our affair was a lapse in judgment, and seeing her won’t happen again.

			I lean my head back in the chair and groan. I can’t even convince myself of that lie.

			What the hell am I doing?

			Is he right? Is my loyalty shifting? Am I letting my feelings get in the way of common sense?

			I reach for the radio. I wonder if the best thing is to just toss it into the fire and be done with it all. Be done with Dani and push aside this growing attachment I have to her.

			The thought of ending things with her without even speaking with her first makes me sick to my stomach. Turning the radio on, a voice I’ve never heard before comes through, repeating the same message over and over. It’s not Dani, but the message is still from her. Increasing the volume, I listen carefully. It’s a set of coordinates along with a time. I glance at my watch.

			“Shit.”

			All thoughts of loyalty and devotion are gone, along with any trace of skepticism about ever seeing Dani again as I race to get a map. I feel alert and anxious. I wonder how long the message had been playing and if Ryan had heard any of it.

			Memorizing the coordinates, I drag my fingers across the latitude and longitude on my old state map. It appears to be a house near the old courthouse, outside of the base parameters.

			Once I’ve gotten the location, I press the PTT button. “Copy that, Songbird affirmative.”

			The radio falls silent. Reply received. Quickly, I roll up the map and run upstairs to grab a small backpack. I shove the radio from
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