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Chapter 1


[image: ]


“IT’S COMING AROUND for another pass!” 

Lieutenant Micah Caine’s voice bellowed through the bunker. Even with his dark hair covered in dust, fatigues bloodied and torn, eyes bloodshot and circled with exhaustion, his charisma was undiminished. It gave them hope, and they needed all the hope they could get. This was the fourth pass and out of sixteen people, there were only three of them left. 

The Lieutenant stood in front of the narrow window of the bunker, peering through his night vision binoculars. “All right, ready now.” He raised his arm for a moment then dropped it. “Give ‘em hell Harriet!”

Audrey Harrison had been a civilian back when things were normal. Her only experience with guns had been target shooting with her dad’s hunting rifles. Now she sat behind an enormous rail gun that shot bullets the size of thermos bottles, her pale blonde hair scraped back in a tail, her fingernails chewed to stubs from the stress.

Nothing was normal anymore. Not since the day all hell had broken loose.

Audrey focused through the night scope, trying to ignore the zing of happy hormones thrumming through her system every time Micah got within five feet of her. It just wasn’t going to happen. Not unless they won this war. Maybe not even then. She was pretty sure the attraction was completely one-sided.

The monster came into view. It was a big one. Its wingspan, barely visible against the night sky, must have been thirty-five feet, at least. Fire shot from its mouth, strafing the walls of the bunker. Concrete cracked under the intense heat.

Audrey swiped damp palms against her jeans before wrapping her hands carefully around the grips of the rail gun and squinting through the sights. Her blood ran cold as the creature hovered into view: Dragon. It was a horror beyond belief, a living nightmare. Ever so gently she squeezed the trigger.

Her shot ripped through the air, slamming into the winged creature. The thing screamed as it dipped slightly in the sky, but it was a scream of rage, not pain. The shell hadn’t done a damn thing. She swore slightly and fired again. 

Shell after shell tore through the night and shell after shell pulverized to dust against the monster’s impenetrable hide. The lieutenant waved at her to stop.

“Foster! Grenade.” 

Foster scrambled toward the lieutenant, grenade launcher cradled against his chest. Audrey wasn’t sure what Foster’s first name was. Like the lieutenant, he was army. Unlike the Lieutenant, Foster had never seen action until the day the monsters got loose. He’d never even graduated from boot camp and now he was fighting for his life against creatures that shouldn’t exist outside a horror film. Audrey would have felt sorry for him, but she had no time to feel sorry for anyone, not even herself. 

Foster stumbled over fallen rubble, face pale under streaks of dust and soot. When he nearly dropped the launcher, Micah grabbed it out of his hands and hefted it onto his own shoulder. For just a minute he paused, silhouetted against the night. Then he fired. 

The world exploded.

A chunk of concrete slammed into Audrey’s shoulder, knocking her out of her seat. She hit the floor so hard it knocked the breath out of her. When she could breathe again, she almost wished she couldn’t. Her entire body throbbed with pain. She touched her right temple and her hand came away covered in blood.

She turned her head carefully. Foster was gone, buried under a pile of rubble, a single pale hand poking from the debris, clutching at nothing. The ceiling above where he’d stood was now a gaping hole. 

“Audrey?”

She barely recognized the hoarse whisper. “I’m here Micah. I can’t ... I can’t move.”

“Sorry, Audrey.” His voice was slurred. “I thought ... safe. Got the bastard. Got him ... dead ...” Micah’s voice trailed to a whisper.

“Micah?”

She could hear his breathing, a harsh rattle in the stillness. “Micah? Micah, can you hear me?” She managed to pull herself up, arm clamped tightly to her side, pain screaming through every nerve. There was no way she could stand so she pulled herself along the floor ignoring the thick blood trail she left behind her. 

Panting, dizzy with blood loss, she peered around the wreckage. 

“No,” it came out a breathy moan. “Oh, no.”

They’d won. The dragon was, indeed, dead. Its smoking hulk lying on the ground outside the bunker blocked out most of the skyline, but it was missing one critical body part: its head. Not even those creatures could come back from that. But at what cost?  

Audrey blinked. The room was getting darker. Breath wheezed through her lungs, each inhalation becoming more labored. Her eyes latched on to the unmoving form of Lieutenant Micah Caine lying in the shadow of the dead beast.

The monster was dead, but so was the lieutenant. So were they all. She didn’t have enough strength left to cry. 

The last thing Audrey Harrison ever saw was the beautiful face of the man she had secretly loved, his blue eyes staring blindly at a sky just beginning to light with dawn. 
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“THIS IS IT.” RAIN MAURI squatted at the top of the escarpment, faded map held in front of her. The pastel colors denoting long-vanished borders meant nothing to her, but there were other landmarks to follow. Most of them handwritten decades after the map had left the printer. 

Sutter scanned the valley below. “Ain’t nothing much here but dust.”

Rain stood, letting her eyes, hidden behind a beat-up pair of dark glasses, roam over the barren landscape. He was right. The entire valley was one big dust bowl. Not a tree in sight, not even a bush. “There.” She pointed to a heap of gray stones in the distance. “That’s it.”

“Still don’t see it.” Sutter lifted his grimy baseball cap and scratched his scalp. He’d shaved his head before they left the compound and it was starting to grow back, a black shadow against coffee skin.

“Seriously? You don’t see that giant pile of rocks?”

He rolled his eyes. “Of course, I see the giant pile of rocks, Rain. Just don’t see what’s so special about that particular pile of rocks. Lots of rock piles closer to Sanctuary if you’re desperate for rocks.”

Rain shrugged and started down the hillside. The path was treacherous with loose stones and crumbling earth and her boots were just this side of worn out, but she didn’t hesitate. Sutter sighed and followed. 

When they reached the bottom, Rain realized the valley wasn’t quite as barren as it looked from above. Here and there fragile shoots of grass bravely raised their heads above the ravaged soil. Nature was making a comeback. Or at least trying. 

She headed toward the rock pile which began to look less like rocks and more like rubble the closer they got.  

“That’s a concrete building.” Sutter’s voice held a hint of surprise. “Or what’s left of it anyway.”

Rain nodded and hitched her rifle a little higher over her shoulder. They were safe enough during daytime, but it never hurt to be prepared. “Old U.S. Army bunker. It was abandoned before the War.”

He shot her a look. “There are scorch marks on some of that rubble. Those beasts don’t attack abandoned buildings.”

Rain smiled. “Ever heard of Caine’s Last Stand?”

“No way! This is it?”

“Yep. This is it.” Her smile widened, flashing dimples.

Caine’s Last Stand was legendary. A tale told around countless campfires, whispered on dark nights. It had grown and changed until it resembled a tale from one of those ancient comic books Sutter thought no one knew about. Most people thought it was just a story made up by the Army during the War to keep up the spirits of the soldiers fighting a losing battle. 

Rain knew different. Maybe the details had changed over time, but the story was real. Lieutenant Micah Caine had been real. And so had his sacrifice. She’d discovered the files that proved it and now she’d finally found the place where it had happened. 

“Come on.” She led the way across the scattered rubble to what remained of a set of concrete stairs, worn and broken by time and battle. Sutter followed her down into the ruined military bunker. 

“Wow, that’s a hell of a gun.” Sutter’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the enormous rail gun, barrel pointed skyward. After decades of exposure to the elements it was impressive, but useless. Not to mention the thing wouldn’t work without electricity. Rain was far more interested in the remains huddled at the foot of the giant gun.

Time and vermin had scattered the bones and rotted the clothing, but she knew who it was. “Audrey Harrison. She was a librarian before the war. By all accounts a pacifist.” Rain had done her homework. Caine’s Last Stand had been an obsession since childhood.

Sutter’s brown eyes widened as he scratched at the three-day growth of beard on his chin. No time to shave and no safe place to do it out here. “What the hell was a pacifist doing handling a weapon like this?”

“It was war, Sutter. They were fighting dragons. If you were human, you fought. Or you died. Just like now.” 

Nothing much had changed since then, in Rain’s opinion. Except that the humans had gone underground and kept to the daylight while the monsters had multiplied despite their best efforts. Pacifism was no longer an option.

Fury rode her as she stared down at Audrey Harrison’s remains. Even in this shelled-out ruin of a world, the dead were respected. Yet these dead, these heroes, had been left to rot. The excuse, of course, had been that it was wartime. Typical bureaucratic nonsense, as Padre Pedro would say.

She stepped to what had once been a window but was now a gaping hole along one side of the bunker. Her boots left deep impressions in decades of dust and grime. Crumbled pieces of concrete and stone rattled underfoot, but her attention was on the view outside.

The pile of bones hadn’t been scattered, but loomed against the sky, bleached white by the sun. Most of the fragile wing bones were missing and the head was shattered to nothing, but the rest was intact, the ribcage reaching higher than the bunker roof. Or what was left of it.

Sutter let out a low whistle. “Big mother, huh? Wonder what happened to the head.”

Rain nodded. The stories hadn’t exaggerated the size of the monster. Lieutenant Caine had fought one of the biggest dragons on record. He’d fought and he’d won, he and Audrey Harrison and a young solider known only as Foster. But the cost had been high. They’d died along with the thirteen others who’d fled to the abandoned bunker after the nearby military base had fallen, razed by dragon fire.

Rain turned from the window. “Let’s do what we came to do and get out of here.” The place gave her chills with its fire-scarred walls and the hulking ruins of the mighty beast outside. 

Sutter gave the rusted hulk of the big gun a frown. “I can’t imagine we’ll find much left, Rain. After all these years ...”

“The Lieutenant was rumored to have brought an arsenal with him from the Base. I doubt he left them lying about to rust.” Every Marine she’d met had been meticulous about his guns and armor. It was unlikely the military back then had been any different.

“Unless he used them,” Sutter pointed out.

Which was always a possibility, of course, especially given the state of the dragon’s skull, or lack of skull. Dragon skulls didn’t have a habit of spontaneously combusting. It was highly likely Micah had used some sort of ordinance to cause the damage, which meant there might not be any left. Rain was holding out hope, however. These days there wasn’t much left to the human race but hope.

She and Sutter began shifting through the rubble, no easy task since neither one of them was exactly muscle-bound. Rain herself was of medium height, just over five foot five, but slightly built while Sutter was short and wiry, like most civilian men. Any man that showed promise of being big and muscular was taken by the Marines to fill out their ranks which were constantly decimated by skirmishes with the dragons.

By the time they uncovered the second skeleton, they were both sweaty and covered in dust, a few new rips added to their well-patched clothes. The uniform was nearly rotted away, but the dog tags still circled the cervical spine. Rain carefully lifted one. “Foster.”

Sutter frowned. “Can’t be. He’s not big enough.”

True, the skeletal remains weren’t those of a large man, but of someone well under six feet. And while Rain was no judge, the bones appeared slight. “I guess a man’s size didn’t matter to the Army. After all, things were different back then. They had machines and guns. No dragons, either.” At least, not until the end.

Sutter gave her a wry look. “Brains were more important than muscles?”

She grinned back, “Maybe. Stranger things have happened.” 

It was hard to imagine a world where intelligence ruled over brute strength. It was hard to believe. After all, the old military with their guns and bombs had done nearly as much damage to the planet as the enemy they fought. Not exactly a sign of intellect. 

“Over here,” Sutter beckoned. In the corner behind more rubble were two green metal boxes. “I think this is it.”

After a bit more digging, they had the boxes out. Each of them was big enough to hold a man Sutter’s size and each of them was locked. “Dammit,” Rain snarled. 

Sutter grinned. “Not to worry, Rain. I’ve got skills.” 

She laughed as he fished a small hand-stitched leather wallet out of the inner pocket of his worn overcoat and began pulling out tools. Within minutes he had the boxes open and they were both staring in awe at the contents. 

Rows of gleaming black automatic rifles shone in the sunlight streaming through the broken bunker wall. At either end of the trunk were egg-shaped grenades carefully tucked into foam cradles, and under it all were boxes ammunition sheathed in shining brass. 

“Jackpot!” Sutter crowed, his brown eyes sparkling with glee. Such a boy, Sutter. 

Rain’s mind had already turned to other things. They had what they’d come for and they’d found the bodies of two of Caine’s people. They’d seen the remains of the dragon he’d killed. The stories were true. And while stories were just stories, a story like this, proven fact, could give hope and strength to people who were quickly losing both.

If she could find the body of Lieutenant Micah Caine, it would give them more than hope. It would give them a talisman: A relic behind which to rally. Rain had read enough to know that relics held powers beyond that of any weapon. The Church, though now a distant memory, had held power for thousands of years due in part to such relics. 

Besides which, she wanted to see him. 

Oh, she’d seen his likeness in old articles from newspapers saved at the beginning of the war, but she wanted to see the real Micah Caine. Even if all that was left were bones.

Rain left Sutter to examine their find while she began shifting through more of the rubble. In her experience, a true leader didn’t hide in the back out of harm’s way. He, or she, stood at the front, right in the line of fire, urging on the troops. If the stories were right, Micah Caine had been such a leader.

She headed toward the front of the bunker and the broken wall framing the jagged hulk of dragon bones. After a few minutes of searching, she saw a glint of silver buried under some crumbled concrete and debris. Dog tags. 

She scooped up the tags. The chain was broken as though it had been caught on something and snapped. She turned the tags over. The metal was partially corroded by time and the elements, but the stamping was still clearly legible: Caine, Micah. U.S. Army.

Rain wrapped her hand around the tags. The tags of a dead hero. Exaltation warred with disappointment. She’d found the legendary bunker. She’d found his tags and his weapons cache. She’d found the remains of his fellow warriors and of the great beast they’d killed. But where were the remains of Lieutenant Micah Caine?
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Chapter 2
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“WHAT’S THAT?” 

Rain glanced at Sutter then followed his pointing finger. She frowned as she swiped sweat off her brow. It was hot and getting hotter. “Don’t see anything.” 

“At the base of the cliff over there.” His voice was insistent.

Rain pulled out the binoculars and trained them on the cliff base. She’d radioed in their find before she and Sutter left the site of Caine’s Last Stand. By now the scavenge team would be loading up the ordinance on hand carts and hauling it to the compound. That left her and Sutter to make their way home by a different route in the hopes of finding something else worth scavenging.

She scanned the bottom of the cliff looking for whatever it was that was getting Sutter all worked up. She frowned when she saw a lump the size of a human huddled in the shade. Who would be out this far from any known compound?

“Could be a Wanderer.” She handed the binocs to Sutter. Wanderers were odd ones. They eschewed the company of others, preferring to roam the wastelands alone instead of settling on a compound.

“Whoever it is, he isn’t moving. We should go see if he’s okay.”

Rain frowned at that. “Could be a trap.” 

“Or it could be someone needs our help.”

She sighed. “Fine. I’ll check it. You hang back. If he so much as twitches wrong, shoot him. You got that?”

“When have I ever let you down?”

She smiled at that. Sutter was Rain’s right arm. Without him she’d have been dead a thousand times over.

Leaving Sutter to watch her back, she slowly picked her way over the rocky terrain. The sun beat down, making the back of her neck itch with heat. 

The lump at the base of the cliff was definitely a person. A man, and a badly injured one at that. As she drew closer, she saw his body was twisted at an odd angle, a broken bone in his arm protruding through skin. She fought back the urge to vomit. Food was precious and throwing it up was a waste. Padre Pedro had drilled that into her.

She scanned the man’s body and then glanced up at the top of the cliff. It was pretty obvious he’d either fallen or jumped from the top. Poor bastard. He was buzzard food now.

And then she heard it. So soft she thought for a moment she was imagining things. 

“Help me.”

“Shit. He’s still alive. Sutter!”

Sutter came running, worry etched across his dark face. “What is it?”

“He’s alive, Sut. He’s frigging alive.”

Sutter frowned and leaned over the fallen man, checking over injuries with the ease of years of practice. He glanced up at her, face grim. “Not for long.” 

Sutter had been trained as a field medic. Or at least as much of one as anyone could be these days. If he said the man would die, it was fact.

She tugged at her dark-blond ponytail. Crap. She hated shit like this. There was nothing they could do for the man short of putting him out of his misery. From the looks of things, it’d be a mercy.

Rain knelt beside Sutter. “What do you think?” She could tell by the look in his eyes he knew exactly what she was asking. 

“Nothing else to do. We can’t leave him. Not like this.”

He was right. Leaving the man to die a slow painful death was cruel in the extreme. Better to end it quick. Her hand drifted toward her knife.

Sutter stopped her. “Let me.” Darkness was in his eyes.

“Damn.”

He shrugged. “It’s what I was trained for.” These days field medics did more than just treat injuries. 

Sutter slid his own knife out of its sheath. Gently holding the man’s head still, he laid the blade against bare throat and quietly mumbled a few words under his breath.

Rain crossed herself like she’d seen Padre Pedro do. It meant nothing to her. It was another thing they’d had drilled into them. They honored the dead. Ensured safe passage into the afterlife. Rain hoped that whatever was there waiting in the afterlife, it was better than the here and now.

Sutter’s arm tensed for the killing blow.

“Please ...” It was a mere whisper of breath.

“Wait, Sutter.” Rain crawled in close to the man. “I’m sorry, mister. There’s nothing we can do.”

His hand groped weakly for hers. She grabbed it and held on as he struggled to get the next words out. “Don’t let them ... My body ... don’t ...”

“I’m sorry, mister. Don’t let who do what?” She frowned, trying to make sense of his words.

“Don’t ... let ... Marines take my body. You don’t ...“ The man coughed and gasped for breath. “You don’t know ... what they do to bodies.” His voice trailed off. “Please,” he whispered, “please don’t ...”

Rain glanced at Sutter. His face was grim. “I’ve heard rumors about the Marines taking dead bodies.”

“Why?”

“No idea. Some say they experiment on the bodies. Desecrate them. Who knows?”

Her face turned grim as she leaned back to the dying man. “Don’t worry, mister. We won’t let the Marines take you. I promise.”

The man nodded ever so slightly. “Thank ... “His voice trailed off into a death rattle. Rain felt relief Sutter hadn’t had to end things.

“How we gonna make sure the Marines don’t get his body?”

“Burn it,” Rain said.

“The drags ...”

“It’s daylight. By the time the dragons wake we’ll be long gone.”

“Marines then.”

“Screw the fucking Marines,” she snapped. “We’re the best Trackers in the compound. By the time they see the smoke, we’ll be gone, and this poor man’s body will be burned to a crisp.” And hopefully useless to anyone wanting to experiment with it.

Sutter nodded. 

They were quiet as they built a funeral pyre from the surrounding dry scrub and a small amount of precious alcohol from their packs. But as they watched the body burn Sutter finally spoke. “I don’t care if it’s just rumor. I don’t want to get turned into a fucking zombie. Promise me you’ll never let the Marines take my body either.”

“I promise.” 

Rain hoped it was a promise she’d never have to keep.

––––––––
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“GONE? WHAT DO YOU MEAN gone? Dead bodies don’t get up and walk around in the general scheme of things.” Elan’s voice practically dripped with sarcasm. “Maybe the dragons ate him.” 

“Don’t be an idiot, El,” Rain snapped back. “You know as well as I do dragons won’t go near their own dead, and that mother was sitting feet from where Caine died. Obviously, somebody took his remains. It’s just a question of who and why. You’ve heard the rumors about the Marines taking dead bodies?”

They were sitting in one of the many tiny rooms which made up the warren that was the underground civilian compound of Sanctuary. This particular room was Elan’s own personal lair of sorts. He kept it Spartan, furnished with only a table and chairs, a cupboard where he kept his brew, and a single hurricane lantern. Rain had no idea how El saw anything with only the one candle for light. Frankly, it was sort of depressing.

El rolled his eyes. “That’s ridiculous. What would the Marines want with dead bodies?  Somebody probably buried him.” He took a gulp from the cracked mug in his hand. Elan was fond of his home brew. He had his own still hidden deep within the compound. No one knew where and he wasn’t sharing.

“And left his dog tags behind? Don’t be ridiculous. Besides, why wouldn’t they bury the other bodies?”

El laughed at that. “Oh, well. We got what we wanted, right? Guns, ammunition. Something to really fight with.”

Rain felt like growling. She crossed her arms under her breasts and leaned back in her chair. She seriously needed a new bra, but those were hard to come by these days. “You know as well as I do that those guns are useless. Have you seen the armor plating on those damn drags? And the grenades? Maybe if we lob one down a dragon’s throat, but otherwise they’ll do us more damage than they will the drags.” 

Her mind stopped there. A grenade down the throat? That would explain the damage to the dragon back at the bunker. But why hadn’t the humans survived? It wasn’t dragon fire that killed Audrey or Foster. 

“It’s like you said before, Rain, hope. You and I know the weapons are hardly better than sticks and stones against those monsters, but for everyone else, this is hope.” El took another sip from his mug. “I know you think that finding the body of Micah Caine would accomplish that, and maybe you’re right. Weirder things have happened, but we ain’t got his body. We’ve got guns, and people like guns. Makes them feel safe, even if it’s false safety. And dammit, people need to feel safe.” His face wore a haunted look as he stared at the bottom of his mug.  

Rain sighed. He had a point. Guns did make people feel safe, but that would only last until the first time they went up against a dragon and they realized the weapons wouldn’t save them. Then where would their hope be? 

“How’s Sutter?” Elan’s voice was soft, his eyes avoiding her face.

“He’s good. Fearless out there. I couldn’t ask for a better partner.”

“Good. That’s good.” He continued to stare at the scarred wooden table that sat between them, fingers toying with the empty mug.

“Come on, El.” Her voice was soft. “You two have got to get over this feud, make things right between you. Life is way too short. You’re brothers, for god’s sake.”

Elan closed his eyes, eyes that were the exact same shade of black coffee as his brother’s and shook his head slightly. “You know it’s not that easy. He still blames me.”

“It wasn’t your fault, El. Everyone knows that.”

“And yet, she’s still dead.” His voice was bleak.

“Lots of people are dead, El. Blaming each other is a waste of time.” She was tired of this argument. She was tired of stupid people and their stupid anger and hate. Didn’t they have enough going on? The world was overrun with fire-breathing dragons, for crying out loud. Family feuds they did not need.

“He loved her.” Elan got up to pour himself another drink from his stash in the cupboard. “He loved her, and I couldn’t save her.”

“You loved her, too,” Rain pointed out. She didn’t mention the fact that the woman in question had played both the brothers. He didn’t need the reminder. 

El’s grin was anything but happy. “Yeah, and there lies the problem. She was his wife.” He finished pouring his drink and ambled back to the table. He looked so much like his brother that if it weren’t for the full head of dreadlocks and the ever-present mug in his hand, Rain doubted even she’d be able to tell the difference.

They were handsome devils, she’d give them that. They’d made the hearts of more than one woman flutter. They were also the most miserable bastards on the planet. El with his functional alcoholism, that’s what they’d called it back in the old days, and Sutter with his burning rage hidden under a layer of humor. 

Where was Dr. Phil when you needed him?

She shook her head at her own whimsical thought. Dr. Phil and his ilk had more than likely been dragon food a long time ago. All that remained were a few tattered paperbacks by the self-help guru which Padre Pedro horded like gold and quoted more often than he quoted the Bible. 

“You think it’s important? That his body is missing?” Elan changed back to their original topic.

“I think it’s suspicious. Like I said, his is the only one missing.” Rain leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. She noticed a jagged tear in her sleeve. She wondered if the Padre could repair it. He was good with leather and it was her favorite jacket.

“Scavengers could have dragged the bones off somewhere. Scattered them,” El suggested.

Rain shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. I doubt they’d have messed with one body and left the others.”

Elan frowned. “But why would anyone want a bunch of bones?”

She shrugged. “Don’t know. Might not have been bones. Depends when he was taken.”

“Why would anyone want a dead body, then?” Elan got up to fill his mug again. Rain decided that was her cue to get out before he passed out.

“No idea,” she told him as she rose to leave. “But I’m going to find out.”

“Yeah,” he saluted her, “you do that.”

She strode to the door, then turned and gave him a look. “I will.” She closed the door firmly behind her.
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RAIN SHRUGGED OUT OF her jacket and flung it across the bed before sinking down onto the old club chair. On reflection, her own room was nearly as Spartan as El’s. 

Oh, she’d tried to make the place comfortable, warm it up a bit, but it still had the hallmarks of a typical room in the compound: Cement walls, steel door, no windows, zero natural light. Even covering one wall with scenic pictures from an old calendar and hiding the ugly gray floor with what Padre Pedro called a “Persian rug” still couldn’t hide the reality that Sanctuary wasn’t really a home, but a fortress. 

Rain liked to pick up things on her missions to decorate her quarters, things that spoke of a world she couldn’t remember. She’d only been three years old when the dragons came.

She’d found the calendar still hanging on the wall of an abandoned office building, flipped to the final page: December 2012. The picture had been a gorgeous scene of a giant tree decorated in colored lights surrounded by a sheet of ice where people dressed in bright clothes and happy smiles skated back and forth. Rain envied the simple joy of that picture. 

She’d never been happy like that. Never skated before. Hell, she’d never even seen ice before. 

Her pride and joy was a small bookshelf leaning haphazardly against the wall next to her chair. The bookshelf was crammed with every book and magazine she’d been able to salvage during her missions. Few had survived the fires that had raged across the world, so those she’d found were more precious than gold. At least to her. And Padre Pedro. 

Rain smiled to herself a little as she pulled a small hardback off the shelves. There was a little black scorching along the spine, but the dark green cover was otherwise in pristine condition. She could still read the gold letters spelling out the title Complete Works of John Greenleaf Whittier.  The most amazing thing of all was the date listed on the inside page: 1884. Imagine that. A book published over one hundred and fifty years ago.

It wasn’t the book she wanted, it was what lay hidden between its brittle pages. She carefully leafed through until she came to a page marked with a photograph. She tilted the photo to the light, a wistful smile hovering at the corners of her mouth.

She’d found the photo in another bunker hidden in a box under another pile of rubble. This one had held files. Files of long-dead heroes who’d fought in countless other wars. Wars that seemed so trivial and useless, such a waste of human life now that the dragons had come.  

Stumbling across his file had been a minor miracle. A sign, Padre Pedro would say, though a sign of what exactly, she had no idea. All she really cared about was the photograph.

It was an official one, with him in his dress uniform against the background of the flag of the old United States of America. His eyes stared straight at the camera, not even a trace of a smile. Still, lack of smile couldn’t hide the delicious fullness of his mouth, the almost too-sharp cheekbones, the blue eyes rimmed in ink-black lashes, or the strong jaw line that barely saved him from being too pretty. Micah Caine had been one hell of a stunning man. Breathtaking, actually. 

Rain heaved a sigh. She knew it was incredibly stupid mooning over a dead man. Heck, even if he would have survived the Wars, he’d have been over sixty years old. An old man. These days you were lucky if you made it to forty without turning into drag food.

She tucked the photo carefully between the pages of the book and slid it back on the shelf. Stupid. Stupid. She had wasted so many years of her life mooning over a man who’d been dead nearly as long as she’d been alive, but she couldn’t seem to help herself.

She pulled the dog tags out of her jeans pocket and laid them gently on top the bookshelf. They glinted in the soft light from the lantern. Sutter would tease her mercilessly if he ever found out she was being such a sentimental idiot.

She kicked off her boots and propped her feet up on the well-worn footrest. She’d found it in a huge building belonging to someone called Ethan All. She didn’t know who Ethan All was, but she figured he wouldn’t mind since the building had obviously been abandoned for years. Not to mention, the man had owned an awful lot of furniture.

Her head told her to forget Micah Caine. The man had been dead over two and a half decades, after all. Her heart was another matter. Or maybe it was the thing Padre Pedro called intuition. Whatever it was called, it was screaming at her that something wasn’t right about the death of Micah Caine. There was more to be discovered.

But how? She couldn’t very well go bang on the door of the local Marine base and demand to know the truth of what happened all those years ago. They probably wouldn’t know anyway. Most of them were younger than she was, and if Rain couldn’t remember anything about Before, how were they supposed to remember? They’d probably lock her up for crazy. Or worse. 

Rain frowned. There had to be a way. She’d found his files. By accident, but still. Of course, there was nothing in those files dated after 2012, but the files had survived the War, so why couldn’t there be someone left who remembered Caine?

She sighed and tilted her head back against the chair. Why did she care anyway? Surely there were more important things to worry about than a dead man. Or rather, the missing bones of a dead man.

She almost jumped out of her skin as the shriek of the alarm shattered the quiet of the compound. “Oh, no,” she whispered to herself as she yanked on her boots. “Please, no.”
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Chapter 3
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RAIN DASHED INTO THE hall and almost collided with Sutter. His face was gray, eyes wide as saucers. “Shit, Rain. What’s happening?”

“No idea. Come on.”

They pelted up the stairs toward the first watch tower, their assigned station any time the alarm sounded. They ran past a couple of older women herding the children down into the safety of the underground compound. 

At the top of the first flight of stairs they passed the armory where Elan was overseeing the distribution of weapons with the help of young Joey Turrow. The brothers didn’t even look at each other as Sutter and Rain snatched up rifles and a grenade each before they hit the stairs again. Six more flights and they finally reached Tower One.

“Shit!” 

Rain couldn’t have said it better herself. This was no drill, they were under attack.

A storage shed near the compound gates went up in flames as a fireball hit the side. A triumphant scream split the air and Rain’s blood ran cold as a second scream answered from the other side of the compound. She’d know the cry of dragons anywhere.

“Sutter,” she could barely breathe as fear squeezed her chest tight, “there are two of them.” 

They could maybe fight off one dragon, but two? They’d never survive two. Not without an entire platoon of Marines. Or one Dragon Warrior. The Marines were over a day’s journey away. They’d never get to the compound on time, even if they wanted to. Dragon Warriors might as well be a myth, they were so rare.

“Shit,” Sutter swore. “How’d they find us? Did they follow us?”

“No way. There is no way they followed us. We traveled by daylight.” Dragons were night creatures. Daylight blinded them, leaving them vulnerable, and their hides, normally impenetrable, were ultra-sensitive to the UVs. 

Rain’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the two mighty beasts. They were big mothers, full grown and deadly, their huge outlines illuminated by the compound torches. “Someone must have led them here and it wasn’t us.”

Sutter’s eyes widened. “Who would do that?”

“No idea. But if we survive this, you can bet your sweet ass I’m going to find out. And then I’m going to find the fuckers. Come on.” Rain led the way over to the narrow catwalk circling the compound.  

Their feet pounded over the uneven boards of the catwalk as they ran toward the next tower. “Shit, Rain! Look out!” Sutter reached out and yanked her down flat onto the boards just as the larger dragon hit the building with a fire ball, singeing the wall where they’d been standing. The railing burst into flame, the old wood burning fast and hot.

Rain scrambled to her feet, taking off down the catwalk again, Sutter hot on her heels. She took the narrow metal stairs to the tower two at a time. 

“God damn,” Sutter wheezed behind her. “Those mothers are huge. No way we’re going to take them out with a few rifles.”

“Grenade might to it.” Rain figured she might as well look on the bright side.

“Yeah, if we can get them to eat the things,” Sutter’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

Rain raised an eyebrow. “Now there’s an idea.”

Sutter snorted. “You plan on volunteering?”

“Maybe. Maybe.” She tugged at her lower lip, thinking furiously. “There’s got to be a way to get those monsters to eat a couple grenades.”

“Other than death by dismemberment, you mean.” 

“Yeah, other than that.” Rain scanned the compound. There wasn’t much to it; half a dozen ramshackle buildings and a couple of scraggly vegetable gardens surrounded by a cyclone fence that was nearly rusted into nothing. 

They’d reinforced the fence a dozen times with scrap metal they scavenged, but they were fighting a losing battle against time. Fortunately, most of the compound was underground, providing some measure of protection from the beasts. 

“I guess we could shove one of those grenades down a goat or a cow or something and get the drags to eat it.”

Rain rolled her eyes. “And where are we going to get a goat or cow, let alone feed the thing a grenade without it blowing up?”

He lifted his cap to scratch his scalp. “No idea. But we’ve got to do something.”

“I’ve got an idea. How’s that arm of yours?”

Sutter stared down at his right arm. “Uh, what?”

“Look, I’m going down there. Get one of those things to chase me, right? Then when it tries to eat me, I’ll toss the grenade in its mouth.”

“That’s a stupid fucking idea, Rain.”

She shrugged. “It’s what we’ve got. I’ll take the big one, you take the little one.” Little being a relative term, of course.

“Shit, Rain, you are going to get us killed.”

She grinned. “Only if you don’t run fast enough.” 
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FROM WITHIN THE SHADOWS of the old parking bay, Rain watched the two dragons hit the compound with blast after blast of fire. The catwalk ringing the wall was gone. Tower Two was gone and Tower One was burning. Padre Pedro had rounded up a couple of the older kids and was trying to keep the fire from spreading further into the compound.

Elan and the rest of the guard were putting the guns she and Sutter had brought back through their paces, but the bullets were useless against dragon hide. She really, really didn’t want to leave the relative safety of the bay, but if she didn’t move now, there wouldn’t be much of a compound left. 

She closed her eyes a minute and breathed in deeply through her nose before blowing her breath out through her mouth. The air tasted of sulfur and hot metal.

Rain pulled an egg-shaped grenade out of her pocket, flipped up the lever and stuck her thumb through the ring. A quick tug and the pin would be out. Then she could toss the thing down the dragon’s throat. 

If all went well. If not, she was drag food.

She poked her head around the corner of the building. Across the scorched courtyard she could see Sutter crouched behind an old rusted out dumpster. He nodded. She nodded back. It was now or never.

Rain dashed out into the open at the very same time Sutter darted into the courtyard from the opposite direction. The smaller drag caught the movement, its screaming cry almost joyful as it wheeled in the air and dove straight at its prey: Sutter.

She didn’t have time to focus on Sutter, though. She could feel the heat of dragon breath on her own back. She risked a glance behind. 

The second dragon, golden green scales gleaming dully in firelight, was inches behind her. Rain could smell its breath, rank with the scent of decayed meat. She fought down the urge to vomit at the stench. Hurling up her dinner would be a very bad idea right now. 

She pelted across the courtyard, willing her legs to move faster. She was halfway across the open space when a rock under her foot shifted, twisting her to the side and sending her tumbling through the dust. Rain managed to roll to her feet, but something was wrong. 

It was like a thousand red hot knives stabbing into her ankle. It gave way and she was back down on the ground, agony shooting through her body.

Flipping to her back, she realized the drag was closer than she’d thought. A lot closer. Its head darted at her, mouth wide, jagged teeth dripping saliva. 

Rain rolled desperately to one side, very narrowly avoiding the drag’s sharp teeth as it snapped its powerful jaws shut. Screaming in rage, it darted at her again, but this time she was ready.

Ignoring the pain screaming through her ankle, she rolled forward onto her knees. As the drag’s head came down, jaws open wide, in one fluid movement she flipped out the pin with her thumb and lobbed the grenade down the drag’s throat. With hardly a pause she tumbled forward, somersaulting under the huge body before scrambling to her feet and limping as fast as she could toward Tower One.

With a flying leap, Rain threw herself behind the apron wall around the base of Tower One. She didn’t even have a chance to check on Sutter as the world exploded in white hot light.   

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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“SUTTER! SUTTER!” RAIN’S ears felt like they were stuffed with rags. Everything was muffled, sound fading in and out like Padre Pedro’s old ham radio. Sticky wetness trickled down the right side of her face, dripping salty liquid into her mouth. She spat. Blood. 

In some vague corner of her brain, Rain realized she was injured. She had no idea how badly and, frankly, she didn’t give a damn. Sutter was out there. Somewhere. Right in the path of the blast.

“Sut...,” she choked back a sob. The explosion had been bigger than anything she could have predicted. There was no way Sutter ... 

She shoved that thought out of her mind. Sutter was fine. He was fine. “Sutter! goddammit, Sutter, answer me!” 

She staggered toward the last place she’d seen Sutter, her feet stirring the dust of the arid courtyard. Charred bits of the dragon still smoked, the stink of burning flesh singeing her nostrils. She couldn’t tell if the second dragon had been caught in the blast, but if it hadn’t it was gone, at least.

And then she saw him. Or what was left of him.

Rain sank to her knees, tears falling unchecked down her face. She placed a trembling hand over her mouth, trying to hold back a sob.  “Oh, Sutter.” 

His body was burned so badly it was unrecognizable. If they hadn’t been the only two people down in the courtyard, she might have been able to convince herself it was someone else. 

“Rain.” Footsteps behind her. “It’s not. It can’t be ... “Elan’s voice was tight and harsh, as though he could barely breathe.

Rain hauled herself to her feet and managed to stagger a short way from Sutter’s body before losing what little was in her stomach. Pain lodged itself just under her breastbone. She could hardly believe Sutter was gone.

Elan was still standing over his brother’s body, his face a mask. He swallowed hard. “He’s dead.”

“Yes.” 

He closed his eyes. “How could he be dead?”

“I’m sorry, El. I didn’t mean ... I didn’t ...” She couldn’t get the words out past the lump in her throat. She swiped at her cheeks, but the tears kept falling.

“The second dragon got away,” Elan said.

Rain blinked. She didn’t care about the second drag. Her best friend was dead. “Sutter’s dead, Elan.”

“Yes, I know.” He turned toward her. “There’s nothing either of us can do about that, is there? We need to focus on what’s important. Protecting the compound.”

She bit back a sharp retort. Grief. It had to be grief. Surely Elan wasn’t so cold. Despite their differences, they were brothers. Had been brothers. The grief of losing his twin must be tearing Elan apart. “We should bury him.”

“There’s no time. We need,” he broke off as a sound hit their ears. The low rumbling was unusual and completely unique. “Marines.”

“Shit.” Rain ran to the gate of the compound and peered out. Sure enough, two Humvees bounced their way over the uneven terrain toward the compound. “Where were they when we needed them?” Before Sutter was killed.

She whirled around and signaled to the other citizens of Sanctuary. They quickly vanished underground, slipping into the secret caverns and storerooms built for just such occasions. This wasn’t the first time the Marines had come calling.

The Humvees pulled up in front of the gates and men in desert camouflage spilled out, weapons at the ready. One of them sauntered toward Rain and Elan. There was a light swagger to his walk as though he thought himself just a little better than anyone else. Rain disliked him instantly.

“Major Smith, at your service. Heard you folks had some dragon problems.” His voice was low and harsh, his eyes icy.

“You’re a little late. We could have used your service an hour ago,” Rain snapped.

“Well, ma’am,” Major Smith tugged at his cap and gave Rain a once over, “we do have more important things than protecting your little compound. Besides, looks like you did a good enough job yourselves. Wonder where you got the ordinance, hmmm?”

Rain glared and crossed her arms over her chest. So, that was what the Marines wanted. They weren’t there to help. They were there to take. Typical.

She glanced at Elan. He just stood there, face remote, eyes locked on the distance. Shit.

“Molotov cocktails,” she lied without batting an eyelash. “Easy enough to make if you’ve got some home brew.” 

Smith narrowed his eyes. “Molotovs are useless against dragon hide.”

“We didn’t throw them at the dragons,” she said tartly. “We threw them in the dragons.”

“Dragon.”

“What?”

“There are only enough parts for one dragon here.” Smith indicated the still smoking body parts.

Rain tried to ignore her roiling stomach and shrugged. “The other one got away.”

Smith stepped toward Sutter’s body. “Looks like you got one of your own while you were at it.”

Rain ground her teeth. Bastard. Like she didn’t know her actions had brought about Sutter’s death. She’d never forgive herself for it, either. 

“Well, we’ll take the body along with some of that home brew.”

“Excuse me?” She stared at Smith, aghast. “You aren’t taking Sutter’s body. We’re burying him.”

Smith stepped right up into her personal space. “That’s where you’re wrong. According to the Articles of Military Law, we have a right to take anything we want.” He gave her a long look up and down, a smirk crossing his face. “Just be thankful a dead body and some liquor is all we’re taking.”

Rain glanced over at Elan. As head of the compound, he should be dealing with the jackass. Unfortunately, Elan appeared to be in complete shock. He stood there motionless, eyes averted from his brother’s body.

“I don’t think so.” She clenched her fists. “You’ve been taking from us long enough.”

Smith grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head back. “Who’s going to stop us? Huh? You?” He burst out laughing, his men joining him.

She knew it was stupid to battle the Marine, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. Rain hauled off and kneed Major Smith right in the junk. He went down like a ton of bricks.

Unfortunately, his men were extremely well trained. Before Rain could blink, one of them had a gun pressed up under her chin. “You want I should blow her brains out, sir?”

Smith staggered to his feet, still clutching himself. He waved for the Marine to lower his gun. The minute the gun was down, he slammed his fist into Rain’s cheek, sending her tumbling to the ground.

“No,” Smith said. “No, we don’t want to kill her. She’ll come in handy next time we need a little entertainment at the base.” He crouched down next to Rain and gave her a pleasant smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Now, I’m going to take what I came for, and you’re going to stay here and behave like a good little girl. Do I make myself clear?”  

“Fine,” she hissed at the Major. “I can’t stop you.” Not now, anyway but she’d be damned if he was going to get away with stealing her friend’s body. 

The smile he gave her wasn’t pretty. “Glad we understand each other.”

Rain staggered to her feet and tucked her arm through Elan’s as the two of them watched the Marines shove what was left of Sutter into a body bag. Then they tossed him into the back of one of the humvees. Rain held back a wince, anger snaking through her at the disrespect. Elan didn’t even blink. 

“The booze?” Smith not-so-subtly caressed his gun.

“This way.” Rain led Smith and the rest of the Marines to one of the brick buildings at the edge of the compound. Two large, blue plastic drums were tucked up against the far wall. In front of them sat a couple of crates. Rain pointed at the barrels. “There.”

“That’s it?” Smith frowned, obviously displeased by the pittance.

“We’re lucky we got that much. It was supposed to last through the winter,” she snapped.

“What’s in the crates?”

Rain clenched her jaw and crossed her arms over her chest. “Some canned food we scavenged. It’s our winter stock. You take that and we’re going to starve.”

Smith leered at her. “Too bad. Guess if you get hungry, you can stop by my place. Maybe we can work something out.”

She barely held back a snarl. Much as she might like to, getting all up in Smith’s face again would get her nowhere but locked up. Or worse.

The Marines hustled into the building and hustled back out with the barrels and crates. In minutes they had everything including themselves loaded onto the Humvees.

Smith gave Rain and Elan a mocking bow. “The American Marines thank you for your kind donation.”

“Fuck you.”

He stepped in so close she could smell a hint of mint on his breath. “Anytime, sweetheart.” Then he was gone along with the Humvees and Sutter’s body.

“They took everything?” Elan spoke for the first time. His voice was dull, like his expression.

“Yeah. Just like we planned.” 

It wasn’t unusual for the Marines to raid compounds for food and ammunition. During her tracks with Sutter, Rain had discovered more than one community starved to death because of it. Padre Pedro swore that before the Dragon Wars the Marines had been the good guys. Rain wasn’t sure she believed it. They certainly weren’t good guys now.

“Do you think they’ll suspect?”

She shrugged. “Why would they? As far as they know it was just you, me and Sutter in the compound. And Sutter’s dead.” Her voice choked on the last bit. She cleared her throat. “There was enough in there to throw them off the scent. For now.”

Hopefully Smith and his Marines would never guess that the two barrels of watered-down home brew and the cases of canned food mostly gone off were nothing more than a smokescreen. Their true winter stores were far below ground, as were their true numbers. Elan hadn’t been about to let the Marines decimate their compound like they had so many others.

“Elan, about Sutter ...”

He shook his head. “I don’t wish to talk about it. He’s dead. That’s that. We’ll hold vigil for him tonight and then we move on.” He turned and walked back into the compound. Probably to drink himself into a stupor.

But Rain wasn’t satisfied. Sutter had been her partner, her friend, the closest thing she had to a brother. She wasn’t about to let him go out that way. She’d made him a promise and she was going to keep it.

Her eyes narrowed as she stared in the direction the Humvees had disappeared. What did the Marines want with Sutter’s body, anyway? 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5



[image: ]


THE RUSTED SIGN SWUNG gently in the breeze, each twist making a slight squeaking sound. The letters were nearly gone, worn away by wind and rain, but she could still make out the town name: Fossil.

Rain frowned. Odd name for a town.

She hitched her pack up a little higher. At first glance the town looked deserted. The windows of the shops on Main Street were coated in grime. One of the old telephone poles had toppled over and lay across the road, the attached streetlight broken to pieces. Weeds and saplings grew through cracks in the pavement. It looked like no one had come this way in a very long time.

Rain knew better than to judge things by the way they looked. After all, it had been her idea to have a separate storage area with a bunch of crap food for when the Marines came calling.

She turned off Main Street, keeping to the shadows, her footsteps soft. No sense advertising her presence. She didn’t have Sutter to watch her back anymore. She pushed that thought out of her mind.

“You lost?”

Rain whirled around. “Jesus, you scared me.”

“Ain’t Jesus. ‘Least not last time I checked anyhow.” The woman was bent nearly double, her face lined with age. To Rain she looked about a hundred. Her gnarled hands gripped the handle of a small battered suitcase, the sides decorated with giant orange flowers. “Well, don’t just stand there gawping, missy. Help an old lady out.”

Still baffled at having been taken by surprise, Rain let herself be pressed into service. The suitcase was surprisingly heavy. “You need a cart or something.”

“Oh, pish. Why do I need one of those things when I’ve got a perfectly good suitcase? Waste not, want not, I always say. I’m Albie, by the way. Alberta Buck, it is, but everyone calls me Albie.”

“Rain Mauri. Nice to meet you.”

“Rain, huh? That’s an unusual name. Were your parents hippies?”

Rain frowned. She had no idea what a “hippie” was. In fact, she had no idea who or what her parents had been. “No. I don’t think so.”

Albie hobbled down the walk, Rain trailing behind her. “How old are you then?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Hmm. You remember the Before?”

That was what some people called the time before the Dragon Wars: The Before. “No, not really.” Rain remembered some things. She remembered riding in a car. She remembered a big yellow bird on TV. She remembered sticking her head in the freezer in a grocery store. The cold air made her skin tingle. But her memories of the Before were just little snap shots, more like dreams than anything.

“Maybe it’s for the best,” Albie said with a slight nod of her head. “I remember. I remember clear as day. Sometimes I wished I could forget. Horrible things, I seen. Horrible. Here we are.”

They stopped in front of what looked like an old corner store. Paint was peeling from the cement walls and the cracked windows had been boarded up. It sure didn’t look like anyone was home.

Albie gave a sharp rap on the door. After a moment Rain heard a slight shuffling sound inside then someone called out. “Who’s there?”

“It’s me, Hank. Brought us a visitor.”

There were some more shuffling noises, a slight thunk, and then the door swung open. Inside it was dark and Rain’s eyes were used to the bright sunlight. She hesitated. She hadn’t survived this long by being stupid. No matter how nice Albie seemed, it could be a trap. 

Rain hefted the suitcase with her left hand. Nice and heavy. Good weapon if it came down to it. Just in case, she slid her handgun out from where it nestled at the base of her spine. It was a small gun, but deadly. At least for humans.

“You first,” she told Albie.

The old woman gave her a smile as if she knew exactly what Rain was thinking, then stepped through the doorway with Rain hot on her heels. The door slammed shut behind them.

“Hank, put that damn thing down before you shoot yourself in the foot,” Albie snapped.

The man called Hank looked just about as old as Albie. Rain doubted he could even pull the trigger on the rusted-out shotgun in his hands. And if he did, he’d probably blow himself up. 

He slowly lowered the weapon and Rain breathed a sigh of relief. She’d have hated to shoot the old man. 

“Rain, honey, I’d like you to meet my fool nephew Hank. Hank, this here’s Rain Mauri. She’s new in town. Be nice.”

“Nephew?” 

“My brother, Hank’s daddy, was a good twenty years older than me. Here, you can put the suitcase up on the counter.” Albie waved Rain over to what must have once been the shop’s checkout counter. It appeared to have been converted into a bar. Shelves on the wall behind the counter were lined with neatly-stacked glasses and bottles in various colors and sizes, each one with its own handwritten label.

The stock shelves that once sat in the middle of the floor had been shoved against the walls and crammed with old books and board games. In the center of the room, mix matched tables and chairs filled the small area. Each table held an unlit hurricane lantern. The only light came from the lantern on the bar.

“Nice place,” Rain said as she heaved the suitcase onto the counter. She meant it. The bar had a homey vibe like the pictures she’d seen of pubs from the Before.

“We like it.” Hank stepped behind the counter and began lifting Mason jars full of brownish liquid out of the suitcase.

“Come, take a seat. Sit a spell.” Albie waved her to a nearby table. “Bring us a drink, Hank.”

“I take
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