

    
            Chapter One





			Beth pushed herself out of her seat of the SkyBird, the sleek, cigar-shaped vessel she and her friends had used to escape the corrupt authorities of ESC, Eastern Seaboard City. Having flown from the secret area installed above the 926th floor in the skyscraper they had just evacuated from, they had been in the air for more than two hours with the other 449 vessels. Their random flight paths helped confuse the ESC forces unavoidably launched to pursue them.

			“How’s everyone?” Kaelyn Dark called out. As the leader of the group of resistance fighters Beth belonged to, she always made sure her team was all right. She had frequented the tunnels and other underground areas far beneath the skyscrapers that lined most of the former US East Coast and never hesitated to take the initiative, if required. A tall, sinewy woman with short, dark hair, she was already on her feet, going from person to person in the eight-seater SkyBird belonging to the Garcia family.

			“I’m good, Kae. Where are we?” Beth walked over to the hatch. From there, she could see that her other comrade in arms, Foster, a grizzly bear of a man, was all right and standing up. 

			“No clue. Have to check with those who know how to interpret the navigational system.” Kae bent over Dr. Rayne Garcia, who had just endured emergency surgery. “Rayne?”

			“I’m a bit jostled, but I’m all right. Thirsty, though.” Rayne, the Celestial doctor, born and bred in luxury in the skyscrapers, had risked her life more than once to help the disenfranchised Subterranean people in the tunnels. After being shot by a high-yield energy weapon, she had undergone surgery well, but she looked pale. 

			“Here.” Kae pulled a bottle of water from Rayne’s armrest. “Drink.” She caressed Rayne’s cheek quickly before moving on to the next former patient. An eight-year-old boy, Wes, sat behind Rayne across the aisle from his sister, Tania, who had already checked on him. Wes’s eyes were huge in his small face, but he seemed okay, as far as Beth could see.

			Rayne’s parents, Madelon and Rocque Garcia, appeared from the front. “That went better than I feared,” Madelon, stylish and calm even now, said. “Judging from the instruments, we are where our leadership programmed us to be. Approximately.”

			Rocque, Rayne’s father, wrapped an arm around his wife and regarded Rayne intently. “Nothing came undone when we went through the turbulence earlier?”

			“I’m all right, Father.” Rayne looked back at Wes. “I should examine you, young man.”

			“Not a chance. Not yet.” Kae placed a hand on her shoulder. “We need to check where the others have landed first. Some are probably close and others spread out within certain parameters.”

			“Most likely,” Madelon said. “The dissident leadership has weekly used a complex algorithm to alter the flight plans slightly over the years in case we were infiltrated. Delmonte’s SkyBird makes it possible for her to remain in contact with the larger vessel that holds our computer core. Any last-minute alterations would have been instantaneous.”

			“I still say we need to open this damn hatch,” Beth said, growing impatient. She hadn’t breathed unfiltered air since she left her home in the tunnels a week ago. “Come on.”

			“Beth’s right. While Madelon and Rocque contact their leadership, we need to establish a perimeter and make sure those we might spot from here are all right.”

			Beth looked expectantly at the Garcias and indicated the hatch. “Well?”

			Madelon appeared close to rolling her eyes but stepped over and pressed her face into an indentation that resembled a mask made from glass. “There. Now, all of you can open and close it via voice command. But—” She held up a hand when Beth opened her mouth. “Before you leave, we all need to put on a tactical suit and a GemLink.”

			“A what?” Kae maneuvered past Rayne.

			“The GemLink? It’s a wristband that will help us communicate. Later I’ll help you install all the features, or at least the ones you’re comfortable using. But for now, proximity alert, communication, and general alerts are default settings. The band will read your biosignature, but it will only broadcast that information to someone else if you allow it.” 

			Rocque had pulled a flat box from a storage compartment next to the hatch and now opened it. Beth craned her neck to see. Ten items that resembled bracelets sat in marked indentations in the box. The two at the top contained symbols Beth couldn’t decipher and a milky stone. 

			“Is that the gem part of the GemLink?” Beth asked and studied Rocque as he placed the item against his left wrist. 

			“You’re not wrong, Beth,” he said. “Put one on your non-dominant hand. It’ll attach and self-adjust.”

			“Not sure about this,” Foster said. “But I suppose.” He accepted a GemLink from Madelon and looked surprised when it circled his wrist and attached itself without a problem, despite his muscular frame.

			Beth put hers on and handed one to each Tania and Wes. Madelon gave the last one marked by a symbol to Rayne, who slowly put it on. 

			When they were all outfitted, Madelon stood where everyone could see her. “It is voice controlled, but if you prefer stealth, you can tap the gem and then operate the hovering screen that appears above it.”

			Beth thought of the massive screen she’d seen disappear into thin air in Rayne’s apartment in the skyscraper they had just fled from. She tapped the gem and flinched when a screen seemed to shoot out from her wrist. There she could read what looked like her vital signs, and small dots appeared to indicate the individuals standing around her.

			“All right. We’ll have to learn on the fly,” Kae said. 

			“The suits you talked about?” Beth said. “I’m not joking. I need to get out of this can.”

			Kae patted her shoulder. “Soon. Just breathe.”

			Rocque opened a narrow cabinet and pulled it out. “They’re self-adjusting. Here. Helmets. Same goes for them. They’ll save you from a blast to the head. The suits will absorb energy blasts from most known weapons. Just put them on top of what you’re wearing.”

			“Will you help Rayne into hers?” Kae asked, and Beth looked over at the woman who had fallen asleep again in her seat.

			“We’ll help her and the children.” Madelon gripped Kae’s shoulders. “You have my word.”

			Beth was already in her suit and found that when she fastened the metal clasps, the suit molded itself to the shape of her body. It even fit around her boots. She tugged on the helmet and found it held all kinds of technology at the front. “This thing might just trip me up if it slides stuff in front of my face.” She shook her head at Foster, who looked hesitatingly at the helmet that appeared too small. “Oh, please. Just tug it on. Your brain’s not that big.” She grinned at him, and for a moment she forgot about her claustrophobia. 

			Foster grimaced but pulled the helmet on and then chuckled when it expanded to fit him. “I’ll be damned.”

			“The helmet has all the usual technology. Night-vision, visor, mapping, etcetera. I would imagine night-vision is the most important for you.” Madelon looked them over. “You’re all set.

			“We need to arm ourselves before we exit,” Beth said.

			“Of course. No problem.” Rocque opened a larger cabinet. “Nova blasters and shadow pulses. You know how the blasters work, and you’ve already used the shadow pulses. All of them are fully loaded, with extra energy pods available in their bodies.”

			“Excellent.” Foster grabbed a Nova blaster. Kae and Beth followed suit, and Beth felt infinitely safer when she knew she could defend herself and her friends.

			“Keep in touch via the GemLink,” Madelon said and pulled a computer console onto her lap, where she sat next to her daughter. “In the meantime, I’m going to try to reach our leadership.”

			Beth looked sternly at the sensors sitting around the hatch’s frame. “Hatch open.” Would being direct work? At first, she didn’t think so, but then she heard a soft hiss, accompanied by a whirring sound, and the hatch opened and slid up along the ceiling bulkhead. 

			“It’s rather intimidating, stepping out into nature.” Kae moved past Beth, giving her a crooked smile. She stepped outside with her Nova blaster ready and made a familiar gesture for Beth and Foster to follow.

			Beth’s blaster was set to stun, but she also made sure she knew where the sensor for set-to-kill was located. This state-of-the-art version of her remodeled old weapon from her life in the tunnels seemed familiar, but its capabilities appeared endless. It was however reassuringly similar, and she moved into formation behind Kae, with Foster at her side. 

			“I see shapes up ahead,” Kae said in a low voice and checked her GemLink. “According to this thing, they’re friendlies.”

			“Let’s hope they think we are as well.” Beth spoke under her breath. She was getting used to the settling dusk, and the faint moonlight from above the clouds created enough light for her to make out the closest forms. She had seen enough trees to figure out what they were. The ground was uneven, which she was used to, but she hadn’t felt the high grass around her feet before now. She had to raise her feet higher than usual, which felt weird.

			“We’re going to have to split up but stay within sensor range. I won’t be happy if I lose track of either of you in the wilderness. All right?” Kae glanced sternly at Foster and Beth.

			“Got it,” Beth said. “I’ll head toward the height over there.” She pointed and then checked her GemLink. “Eh, southwest of us.”

			“I’ll head toward the grove over there.” Foster pointed southeast. “I’ve always wanted to see real-life wild trees.”

			“You’re ridiculous.” Kae snorted and checked her device. “That means I’ll go toward the contacts due north. I expect you to report in every half hour.”

			“Aye.” Foster raised his fist and then disappeared in his chosen direction.

			Beth bumped Kae’s shoulder with her fist. “You stay safe, too, Kae. This is uncharted territory for us. And it’s getting darker.”

			“Remember the features built in the helmet. Use them.”

			“All right. Do I just order them like with the hatch?”

			“Night-vision on,” Kae said, and when Beth saw a faint red glow around the edge of her visor, she repeated the command.

			“Now that’s more like it. Foster? Did you hear that?” She looked after him and could clearly see his outline.

			“Yeah, already got that going. After they showed me how to inflate food in their skyscrapers, I made it a point to become tech-savvy.” Foster raised his hand in the air. “Later. Let’s find some more people.”

			“Strength in numbers,” Kae said. “As the man said, later, Beth.”

			Beth started walking toward the ridge to the southwest. She checked her GemLink and did her best to keep a straight line through the shrubbery before her. Scanning the ground, she made sure she saw no signs of disturbed soil, which could mean someone had put down landmines. They had been subjected to that danger in the tunnels, and looking for traps was second nature for her and her comrades.

			It was strange to imagine how her life had changed since Kae had decided to take young Wes to a skyscraper medical clinic. It had been only a little more than a week ago, and here they were, having helped create the situation where the Celestial dissidents, who had resided in the skyscrapers in secret for decades, were now on the run. Beth thought of her own people, who lived in hardship in the tunnels, and what might be happening there now. 

			Had all of the Celestial forces gone after the dissidents, or had the authorities sent them into the tunnels as well? Her stomach clenched at the thought of the men, women, and children who tried to stay alive down below, and how much she would like to be back there to help keep them safe.

			After half an hour, Foster managed to start a joint communication channel with Beth and Kae. Neither of them had anything to report, but Kae said she was closing in on two other SkyBirds and that she saw movement on her GemLink.

			Beth kept walking, and within ten minutes, she stood in front of some dense shrubbery that seemed impenetrable. She would have to go around it. Just to be sure she didn’t miss anything, she raised her blaster and aimed among the bushes. Her visor appeared to realize what she was doing and increased its night-vision capabilities. As Beth slowly circled what looked like a small forest, she was certain no one would be able to walk through it without making a lot of noise. 

			Ready to continue, Beth was just about to turn to the right and continue circling the grove, when something shiny flashed enough to hurt her eyes. Throwing herself to the ground, Beth raised her GemLink to her lips. “Beth to Kae.”

			“Kae here.” 

			“I’ve spotted something in that small forest before the ridge. It’s shiny, and, damn, the visor nearly blinded me before it readjusted. I’m going in to investigate.”

			“Hey, be careful. Keep me on an open link. Remember that Foster is also on this channel in case we need to join you,” Kae said quickly. “Use caution, Beth. Remember. Backup will take a while to reach you.”

			“Got it. I’m moving in.” Relieved that her visor had readjusted itself, Beth pushed branches aside and made her way into the shrubs. 

			The smooth surface of the suit was a blessing, as some of the branches had evil thorns. She was wearing gloves, of sorts, but the damn things still caught her a few times just below her GemLink. Cursing, she used the blaster to push the branches and twigs aside. If this was what nature had to offer, she wondered why people romanticized it. A lot of Kae’s old-fashioned paper books from the time when humanity resided all over the planet spoke of returning to nature, of living with it and respecting it. “How about if nature gives a little respect in return,” she mumbled. “Ow. Fuck.”

			“You okay, kid?” Foster asked over his link.

			“Just thorns. Nasty little suckers.” Beth bent and crawled under a particularly vicious-looking branch, and when she stood, she found herself staring at a demolished SkyBird. “We have a crashed SkyBird here. I don’t see any signs of life. The hatch is closed.” She moved slowly around the bird. 

			“Can they have already left it and moved out?” Kae asked. “I’m five minutes from three SkyBirds, and they seem to have landed all right. As soon as I make contact, I’ll move to your position. The people over here might be able to help.”

			“Same here. I see two SkyBirds about five or six minutes from my location. I’ll return to you, Beth, when I’ve made contact. Be careful now. Don’t hurt yourself.” Foster sounded concerned.

			“I’ll be fine.” Beth had been able to search only half the ship from the outside. She saw some smoke from beneath it, but no open flames. She walked back around it. The hatch seemed reasonably undamaged. She approached it, and, removing her gloves, she ran her fingertips around the edges. The metal was cool, which would suggest there wasn’t a fire inside. If the nose of the SkyBird hadn’t pointed forty-five degrees off the ground toward the sky, she might have been able to look through its only windows.

			“Open hatch.” She guessed the command wouldn’t work, but it was worth a try. Glancing at her GemLink, she had an idea. “Beth to Madelon Garcia.”

			“Madelon here. Go on.”

			“I’m in a bit of a jam. I just found a crashed SkyBird and can’t open the hatch. Is there a trick when it comes to emergencies, or any way to override it?” Beth asked. “Smoke’s coming from underneath it.”

			“Let me put Rocque on. He’s better with this part. Before I go, is there a sharp, sort of acerbic smell coming from it?”

			Beth sniffed. “No. Just metal and whatever smell this thorny hell of a forest has.”

			“Good. Here’s Rocque.”

			“Beth. I heard. This is what you do. I’ll send you a diagnostic tool so we can find out which bird this is. Once I know that, I can send the signal to your link for you to use your voice command.” Rocque spoke tersely. 

			“Go ahead,” Beth said, keeping her eyes on her link, where green and yellow lines began running like a jagged stream of water. Once they stopped, she heard Rocque’s voice again. “Beth. I’ll try to find you all the help you’ll need, but you have to get in there now.” He sounded urgent, and behind him, Beth heard Madelon say, “Oh, Creator.” 

			“What is it?” Beth stared at the SkyBird.

			“This is LaSierra Delmonte’s bird. It not only holds our leader, but also all the most important ways for us to gather our people. Our infrastructure.”

			“Delmonte’s? Damn.” Beth stared impatiently at her link. “Am I good to open the hatch?”

			“Yes. If it’s possible to open it after the crash, it should work now,” Rocque said.

			“Open hatch,” Beth said, and the hatch began to move. At first it looked like it would simply slide all the way up, but halfway, it stopped with a rattling moan. “Rocque, it’s half-open. I’m going in. I know Kae and Foster are doubling back to my coordinates, hopefully with help.”

			“Be careful,” Rocque said. 

			“No problem.” Beth shoved the blaster into the harness on her back. Getting on her hands and knees, she began to crawl into the crashed SkyBird, not knowing what she would find. 

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Kae maneuvered through the shrubbery with the small body strapped to her back in mind. She couldn’t carelessly let go of thicker twigs or branches and have them hit Emb. She’d taken over carrying the girl while London was heading up the field team. If a branch hit the kid, she might cry out and alert any nearby Celestials to their location. With London’s help, they’d managed to synchronize their GemLinks and set them to create a scattering pattern that would keep them close to invisible unless they stumbled upon a sentry.

			“Foster,” she whispered. “Check on Emb. She’s very still.”

			She felt Foster approach and carefully lift the safety blanket. “She’s asleep. I think Lux is awake, but I can’t be sure since the kid doesn’t make a peep.”

			“I’ll check,” Zeph said and rounded Foster. “Lux is asleep too. They’re both exhausted,” Zeph said. “The rations and water you shared satisfied their hunger enough to allow them to sleep.”

			“Good. And you, Zeph?”

			“I can walk some more. Now that I have protection for my feet, it’s easy.” A smile flickered along Zeph’s face, and Kae was certain this child hadn’t had much to smile about in a while. “Just let us know.”

			Zeph nodded curtly and resumed their place at Kae’s side, but one step behind. They had maintained that position throughout their hike and seemed to have no trouble keeping up.

			After another hour, she felt Zeph tug at her harness, the skinny little hands frantic.

			“Yes?” Kae whispered. 

			“You need to put the kids down. The first camp is behind that ridge.” Whereas Zeph had seemed mature and grownup earlier, now they were wide-eyed with fear and their lips trembled. “We can’t risk them being caught.”

			“Nobody’s getting caught, kid,” Foster said and unhooked his harness to remove it safely. Kae did the same. They walked farther into a dense grove and placed the children on the ground, wrapped in safety blankets. 

			“London, I need you to stay with the kids.” Kae held up her hand when he opened his mouth, looking like he would object. “I need someone with them I can trust. Your other subordinates are too green. You need to stay alert. I’m taking Foster and your soldiers. Zeph comes with us since they can show us where to go—and where not to. Think of it this way. These children have valuable intel when we return to camp, and we’ll go find more.”

			“Yes, sir,” London said, “when you put it like that.” He gave her a crooked smile and then gazed down at the two small bundles on the ground. “They’re safe with me, Kae.”

			“I know.” She turned and motioned for the rest of her team, including Zeph, to fall in. “Keep Zeph in the middle. We’re not risking their safety.” Not when the child had gotten their little companions this far.

			They moved along the edge of the grain growing on the other side of the narrow path. Kae didn’t like how tall the grain was behind them, at least eight feet. A lot of things could hide in there, and she couldn’t use their strongest scanners as they might trigger sensors inside the structures. 

			Zeph pointed at something up ahead, and Kae pushed them behind her. “Stay behind me.”

			About a hundred yards farther up along the fence, Kae saw a hole that would allow a small body to scurry through, barely avoiding the no-doubt electrically charged barrier.

			“Did you dig this?”

			“Not all of it. We scooped dirt up every time we passed and spread it somewhere else,” Zeph whispered. “We should’ve made it bigger, but it took too long. We ran out of time.”

			“I see.” Kae waved the two dissident soldiers over. “Do you have any way of marking this for others to find it from the outside and from the air? Something inconspicuous.”

			Probably eager to redeem himself, the soldier who had let the children sneak past him pulled out a small box from the side of his backpack. “I have the perfect thing, sir.” He pulled out an even smaller box from the first one and opened it. Tiny black dots, not unlike the ammunition that went into the ShadowPulse weapons, sat in rows of five, ten rows total. “Place these in the pattern you want. Sensors, or even an Aeroton Map, will pick them up.”

			“Anyone’s sensors?” Kae frowned.

			“No, sir. Unless you have the code for them, they won’t show up at all, and when placed in the dirt, they won’t be visible to the naked eye.”

			“All right. Put them in a semicircle on this side of the fence and mark where the kids dug through. When soldiers come back to breach the fence at some point, they can use this marker to determine which building this is. When we debrief the children later, this will be a good starting point.”

			“Yes, sir.” The soldier knelt and carefully placed seven small dots in a shallow semicircle around the crawl space.

			“Good thing you didn’t make it more readily visible, Zeph,” Foster murmured. “This way, we just might be able to get inside with a larger force and help the ones inside.”

			“Mostly children ages four to thirteen are in this barrack.” Zeph blinked and then rubbed their eyes. 

			“How many?” Kae whispered.

			“Don’t know. Hundreds. It’s hard to keep count. Some die. Some in the nursery barracks get old enough and move here. And some here get old enough and move to the grownup barracks.”

			Kae went rigid at Zeph’s words, spoken with such calm. “Did Emb and Lux come from the nursery barrack?”

			“Of course,” Zeph said in a what-did-you-think? voice.

			Kae exchanged a glance with Foster, whose his hands were balled into tight fists. “Good to know, Zeph.”

			“Can we leave soon?” Zeph’s lips were trembling. “I keep worrying they’re going to jump us.”

			“As long as we’re using our scattering device, they can’t see us, but you’re right. We shouldn’t linger.” Kae motioned with her hand for the others to follow. “Now that we’ve marked the vulnerable part of the fence, we can return. If you provide us with information back at headquarters, that will save a lot of time—and that would mean saving lives in these barracks too.”

			Zeph regarded Kae somberly. “I’m prepared to do anything to repay what they did to the young kids.”

			“And for what they did to you.” Foster placed a hand on Zeph’s shoulder. “Let’s go back to the little ones.”

			“Yes. Move out.” Kae made circular motions in the air and then pointed to where they’d come from. “Step partly into the crop. I want to take a few samples of it. I have a feeling I know how this is used, and I need to have my hunch confirmed.”

			They walked fast through the crops, and Kae kept an eye on Zeph, who was starting to look fatigued. Digging into her pocket, she pulled up an energy bar and handed it to them. “Here. Eat. You need to boost your strength since we’re going to start walking back.”

			Zeph bit into the bar and then devoured it in three large bites. “So good,” they said, humming.

			“In other words, what they served you in the camps was little better than cardboard.” Foster shook his head. “It’s going to get better once we’re at headquarters. Guess we need to be careful with what we feed you since your stomachs might rebel.”

			Kae led the party to where London was watching over the sleeping children. It took them less than five minutes to strap Lux and Emb onto London and Foster. Kae made sure every part of them was covered by the safety blankets. Then she wrapped her own around Zeph’s head and torso. If anyone fired at the child, the projectile would bounce off the safety blanket. If they hit Zeph’s legs or arms, they could still carry them, and he would hopefully not be lethally injured. It was important to get the children to the camp alive.
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        * * *

      

			Beth jerked awake. She didn’t recognize her room, and she wasn’t alone in the bed. And why the hell was she fully dressed in her suit, though minus her harness?

			Slowly, last night’s events crept back into her mind, and she exhaled. She was in LaSierra’s room in the habitat, and a glance at the long, dark hair proved that she was Beth’s bedmate. LaSierra, the woman who had showed that she could make tough decisions with her focus on the big picture, but who personally suffered in secret afterward.

			“LaSierra?” Beth murmured. 

			LaSierra merely gripped the material of Beth’s suit harder and murmured something inaudible. Had last night’s incursion by the young woman named Max, and what had transpired between them all, caused LaSierra to have bad dreams—or had she simply been in pain. Neither option was appealing.

			“Mm. Beth?” LaSierra rolled onto her back and opened her eyes. As if lit from within, LaSierra’s amber eyes seemed to glow as she turned her head toward Beth.

			“What…what time is it?” LaSierra asked huskily.

			Beth checked her GemLink. “0535 hours. Or, simply put, fucking early.” She started to sit up, but LaSierra’s slender hand stopped her. 

			“Wait. Why are you awake? Did you get an alert?” LaSierra turned toward Beth again, keeping her hand on her shoulder.

			“No. No alerts. Maybe I woke up because I’m not used to sharing a bed with anyone.” Especially no one like this woman. Beth swallowed, her conflicting emotions regarding LaSierra still not resolved. It might take her a while to sort through them, if she ever managed to.

			“I thought you were quite crowded in the tunnels.” LaSierra studied Beth closely. 

			“We are. That’s why we’re so adamant about protecting what little space we have. We don’t share things, or spaces, unless we have to—or want to. After I left the orphanage, I swore to never live like we did there if I could help it.”

			“And then I force you to share my bed.” LaSierra sighed and then smiled weakly. “Just your luck.”

			“You didn’t force me to do anything. Nobody can do that. I shared your bed because I knew you might need me. Besides, I admit that I wasn’t keen on calling someone else in to do it instead.” Beth smiled to show she was joking—for the most part.

			“Beth!” Looking scandalized before she began to chuckle, LaSierra patted her shoulder. “I won’t keep you here if you were heading back to your room. My pain level is much more stable now.”

			Beth frowned and raised up on her elbow. “What do you mean, stable? You’re not supposed to suffer pain much at all. It’s not good for the healing process. Rayne said so.”

			LaSierra pressed her lips together. “I know she did, but it’s not always doable. I can’t keep drugging myself silly. I need to stay sharp if I want to keep my position. It’s not just my being an ambitious bitch, even if I know I have that reputation. Our people need continuity. If we start changing the leadership they’ve relied on for years, decades, it’ll cause confusion. They can lose faith in our missions, and that in turn can cost lives.”

			Beth could understand. “I hear you. I just loathe that you’re in pain and that it prolongs your recovery.”

			After a brief silence while LaSierra appeared to mull Beth’s words over, she nodded slowly. “You’re quite protective. I’m not used to that. Not personally, and certainly not professionally. Being in charge means I must sacrifice a lot to keep things running, and…” LaSierra swallowed hard. “Sometimes I must sacrifice individuals for different reasons. If I have to do this, and it is my firm belief that I do, then perhaps it’s only fair that I live with a certain pain.”

			“That’s insane.” Beth whispered, because if she didn’t, she would be shouting at such a crazy statement. “Are you saying your unnecessary pain is some damn atonement?” Beth leaned over LaSierra and looked her dead in the eyes. “That’s crazy. Nobody, I can promise you, that nobody would ever expect that of you. They need their leader to take care of herself, get healthier, and allow them to pick up the slack in the meantime. This whole leadership thing—if it’s as symbolic as you say, then fine. Be a fucking symbol. Sit on that pedestal all doped up if that’s what it takes. You can still rely on the Garcias, Rayne, Kae, and that guy, Benny, who’s on his way back to work. You have a whole team that can do the work you can’t—until you can.” She grunted from sheer frustration. “And, for what it’s worth, you have me.”

			LaSierra looked up at Beth, her eyes narrowed. “Nobody talks to me like that. Nobody.”

			“I just did. And if you can’t see why I did, then I don’t know how to be any blunter.” Beth could tell she had crossed yet another line.

			“How do you think you can understand what I’ve accomplished over the years, almost longer than you’ve been alive? What it has cost me? What I’ve sacrificed?” LaSierra pushed at Beth, her irises all fire. 

			Beth shifted, but not too far. It looked like LaSierra was about to bolt from the bed, and that would be disastrous for her healing injuries. “You mean since I lived a life of luxury in the tunnels?” she hissed.

			LaSierra opened her mouth but closed it. 

			“This conversation isn’t very productive,” Beth said. “If we’re going to keep talking like this to each other, we need to do better. I’m protective, so shoot me. I don’t agree that you have to sacrifice even more, when it comes to your health, but you’re a grown woman. Only you know how much pain you can tolerate. I do reserve the right to ask you about it if I think it’s called for.”

			“Creator, you’re trying my patience.” LaSierra covered her eyes. “But, as you insisted that I ‘have you,’ then I want to state very clearly that if I didn’t have you, I wouldn’t be alive or, at the very least, in a much worse condition. I’m fully aware that you saved me.”

			Beth pulled LaSierra’s hand away as she wanted to meet her gaze. When she saw the damp eyelashes, she immediately felt like the worst person in the world. “Please tell me I didn’t actually make you cry.” Beth wiped at the errant tears that ran down LaSierra’s temples and into her hair. 

			“I’m not sure why I’m crying. I never do, normally. No time for that.” LaSierra drew a trembling breath. “I hate it.”

			“I’m the same way. I used to cry a lot in the orphanage, but as soon as I was out of there, I—just stopped. There was no room for tears after I joined the resistance. So, I get that part.” She lay down and put her arm around LaSierra. “That said, I’ve never had anything against comforting someone who’s crying.”

			“That makes you stronger than I am. I’ve been known to panic and leave the room at the sight of someone else’s tears.” LaSierra pressed her face against Beth’s shoulder. “Perhaps because I’m the one who was to blame for them a lot of the time.”

			“We can always make you do some extra work with the kids in the Orphanage here. There’s plenty of wailing and tears in there on occasion,” Beth said, hoping the harmless teasing would help LaSierra find her bearings.

			LaSierra pushed herself back enough to glare up at Beth. “Not funny. I’m not used to children.”

			“Thats why an internship would do you a world of good.” Beth had to chuckle.

			“You—” LaSierra cupped Beth’s cheek. “I see what you’re doing. Too clever for your own good, I’m sure.”

			“I’ve heard that from both Kae and Foster.” Beth lost a little of her bravado at the sensations LaSierra’s gentle touch created.

			“I’m shocked.” LaSierra ran her thumb along Beth’s cheekbone. “To be honest, I’m sometimes at a loss for how to respond to you.”

			“What do you mean?” Beth blinked.

			“Just when I know, when I believe I’ve figured you out, it turns out I haven’t. It’s quite maddening.” Despite her words, LaSierra’s voice was softer than Beth had ever heard it. “Can you, who always seem to have an opinion, explain that?”

			“No,” Beth whispered. Something was happening, and she wasn’t sure if she should pull back immediately, or just stay where she was and let LaSierra work through her musings. What if she did pull away and that created a chasm between them too wide to bridge? And what was she to do about the heat spreading through her when LaSierra looked at her like this?

			“You look…alarmed.” LaSierra frowned. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong. As I said, I’m not used to, uhm, sharing a bed. This closeness is just a little overwhelming.” Beth tried for a smile but feared she had missed the mark completely. “I’m not sure I should risk being this close to you.”

			“What on earth do you think I’m going to do? Use my superior strength and overpower you?” LaSierra spoke angrily but sounded hurt. She removed her hand from Beth’s cheek.

			“No. Of course not.” Beth took a deep breath. “Listen. I’ve spent my entire adult life in the resistance. That left very little time to socialize outside the group. I have been around the same people ever since then, and that means I haven’t had much practice in…” She motioned with her free hand between them. “…how to handle this.”

			“How to handle—” LaSierra stared at Beth, her lips parting. Her eyes darkened to a bronze color before she closed them. “You mean, physical closeness between two people experiencing unexpected attraction.” 

			“Yes.” Beth cleared her throat. “That.”

			“Are you sure about that last part?” LaSierra’s eyes grew opaque.

			“Yes. I mean, from my point of view, I am. Not that I ever would assume…” Not knowing how to continue that sentence as LaSierra’s gaze made her feel ridiculously awkward, Beth merely shrugged.

			“I think we should kiss,” LaSierra said calmly.

			“What?” Beth flinched.

			“I, for one, need to know.” LaSierra moved her good arm up and around Beth’s neck. “If you’ll allow it.”

			Beth tried to catch the thoughts that lay scattered in droves in her mind. How had they gone from a professional relationship to a budding friendship, to resentment and disappointment, to…whatever this was? It made no sense. And yet, Beth knew, even if she was not very experienced when it came to sex, that LaSierra stirred emotions in her that in turn made her ache in ways she’d rarely felt before.

			Beth didn’t dare speak, as she was sure her voice would fail her. Instead, she bent and kissed LaSierra’s lips gently. Where she had ached before, she now felt a heaviness that made her tremble, which was perhaps what LaSierra meant when she said she needed to know.

			LaSierra’s eyes grew wide, and then she pulled Beth down again and captured her lips, this time with more force, and for a lot longer. Neither of them deepened the kiss, and Beth was oddly grateful, as she feared she would have forgotten to be careful with LaSierra’s healing wounds if they had. Slowly, she raised her head and looked down at LaSierra. “So?” she murmured.

			“What?” LaSierra looked dazed. 

			“Did you find out what you needed to know?” Beth asked, trying to control her tremors.

			LaSierra nodded slowly. “I found out two things—neither of them is what I expected.”

			Beth waited impatiently, as she would rather LaSierra cut her suffering short.

			“First, I think I’m going to have to ask you for another kiss when you can see that happening.” LaSierra looked shell-shocked rather than elated, which was concerning. “Second, it seems that you are more effective than most of my pain medication.” LaSierra looked equally surprised and annoyed.

			And all Beth could do was give in to helpless laughter.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Rayne’s GemLink clicked five times, then two, then five. Staring at it, she wished Kae could have sent a regular message, but the risk was too great. It was only safe to use the GemLink for messages while inside their camp.

			“What’s wrong?” Madelon was approaching, studying Rayne’s expression with obvious concern.

			“I had five-two-five clicks from Kae. We agreed on another set for her to report in that all was well.” Rayne rolled her shoulders, still stiff after performing surgery on a little girl who had fallen from quite a height and sustained an open fracture. 

			“A five-two-five.” Madelon blinked. “Send the same back. That’s an established click sequence that she must have gotten from Captain London. It means they’ll be here soon, but that they have a problem and will need reinforcements when they approach.”

			Rayne was already returning the series of clicks. “Why would she send them to me since she knows I’m not familiar with all this cloak-and-dagger stuff?” She was frustrated and pushed the surgery mask off with jerky movements.

			“She’s probably sent it to HQ as well, but the fact that she included you suggests she needs medical attention for someone on her team.” Madelon wrapped her arm around Rayne’s waist. “Sweetheart, you’ve been on your feet almost every minute since she left. She’ll be here soon, so just hold on. All right?”

			Rayne reeled herself in. “Thanks, Mother. I guess I have been pushing it. It’s just…I’m responsible, as the senior surgeon on site. I’ll ready my team on duty for casualties.” Her stomach rolled at the idea that the injured person might be Kae. “Can you try to find out if someone knows more?”

			“Absolutely.” Madelon walked next to Rayne as she returned to the main emergency habitat. They had expanded the hospital with two more habitats, as the need for more theater space had become urgent. 

			Rayne put her team on alert while Madelon talked to Rocque. When Rayne returned to her, Madelon looked confused. “It seems that our team has increased in size during their mission. Captain London added some information, but as brevity was key, all we know is that eight individuals are returning soon.”

			“Eight?” Rayne’s mind whirled. “Can it be a hostage situation? But wouldn’t someone in the team alert HQ if that were the case?”

			“Yes. Exactly. Rocque has given the command to our units to converge on the field team’s entry point.” Madelon looked behind Rayne. “Your team’s already here. Why don’t you bring two medics and join the units at the perimeter? We don’t know how much medical expertise they require after they get through.”

			“All right.” Relieved to have a task that didn’t entail sitting around waiting in the hospital, Rayne tapped her GemLink and called in two medics. Grabbing her extended trauma case, she hurried toward the site.

			Twenty-two dissident soldiers stood, weapons drawn, waiting for Kae’s team to return. Rayne wasn’t allowed beyond a certain point but had a good view from where she stood behind them. Her medics were setting up gurneys and had taken care of her trauma case and lined up the most vital equipment. They were all ready and could only wait.

			“Rayne.” Rocque appeared at Rayne’s side wearing a uniform and carrying a Nova blaster. “We’re prepared for them, and they’ll be all right. This is just a precaution.”

			“It better be,” Beth said from behind. She was also in uniform, and her watchful eyes showed an expression far from her usual light-hearted demeanor. She was clearly as worried about the situation as Rayne was.

			“Thanks for being here, both of you. I can’t help but worry that someone’s going to be trigger happy.” Rayne rubbed the back of her neck. She hadn’t quite healed from her injuries, and this was a hell of a time for this one to act up. “Medic. Mild analgesic.”

			“Here, Doctor,” the medic closest to her said. “Who’s the patient?” She looked around them.

			“Me. Just place it locally right here.” She pointed to the right of her neck vertebrae. 

			The medic pressed the infulizer against Rayne’s skin, and the cold substance hissed through her skin barrier. “There, sir.”

			“Thanks.” Rolling her neck carefully, Rayne could feel the medication take the edge off her pain. Looking at her father, she smiled crookedly. “It’s just a mild pain relief that won’t affect my performance.”

			“I wasn’t worried about that, Rayne. Just worried why you need it.” Rocque had tied his shoulder-length hair back and looked thinner and somewhat jaded. A movement in front of them made him change focus and raise his blaster. “They’re here. Stay behind me. That’s an order, Rayne.”

			“All right, all right.” Rayne motioned for her medics to do the same. She was wearing a protective vest under her medical suit, but it wasn’t as efficient as the soldiers’ suits.

			The perimeter was faintly lit by red markers, but it was still easy to see when figures appeared just outside it. Rayne’s GemLink clicked. 2-1-2-1-1. She could have wept with relief but also understood that the soldiers needed to confirm that the field team wasn’t under duress. Someone could be controlling them, even if Rayne knew that Kae would rather go down trying to keep the ones in the camp safe than allow the enemy to cross the perimeter.

			“Come through, one at a time!” The soldier in charge kept their weapon trained on the first figure crossing the perimeter. Someone had to have turned off the alarm at this section, as the GemLinks stayed quiet. 

			“It’s Foster.” Beth sounded strained. “And…what’s that on his back. Surely that’s too small to be a person?”

			Rayne tapped Rocque on the shoulder. “I need to get over there. I’m no good back here. Foster’s carrying someone.”

			“All right. But I’m going with you.” Rocque and Beth walked ahead of Rayne, closing the distance to Foster, who had placed his blaster on the ground. He held his hands visible as he called out.

			“Doctor Garcia. Get me Doctor Rayne Garcia!”

			“On my way, Foster! Hold on!” Climbing up the embankment toward the plateau where Foster stood, she called, “I’m coming!”

			Foster turned toward her and waved as she approached. “Help me unstrap her.”

			Her? Rayne and Beth rounded Foster and saw a bundle attached to his harness. She knew Rocque and one other soldier had their weapons trained on it. 

			“Beth, help me.” Rayne began untying the cord holding the bundle in place, and as they tugged at the bottom, a little foot dropped into view. “The hell?” Rayne tugged at the safety blanket. A dirty child clung to Foster’s harness and looked wide-eyed at them.

			“A child…” Beth stared at Rayne. “Foster?”

			“Let us through. We’re bringing two more children, and the team’s intact and uncompromised.” Foster turned around after Rayne and Beth had freed the child. “Hey, Emb. We’re here among my friends now, like we promised.” Foster ran his hand over the child’s head while she sat in Beth’s arms. “She’s dehydrated, even if we’ve given the kids our water rations.”

			“On it,” Beth said. “Medic? You heard. Water.”

			“Here, sir.” The medic tried to take the child, who wrapped her arms and legs around Beth and burrowed her face into her shoulder. “Okay. Just give me some water then.”

			Rayne gave the child a quick scan. “Girl. Four years of age. Dehydrated. Emaciated. Vitamin-deficient. She’s going to need treatment.” She smiled at the girl. “And a bath maybe?”

			Foster staggered to the side, having to lean against Rocque. “Sorry, man. I’m exhausted. We didn’t dare set up camp. Been on our feet far too long.”

			“Medic.” As the little girl didn’t allow Beth to let go, Rayne directed one of her medics to Foster. “Give Foster a Re-Coup. Double dosage.” Turning back to the frowning Foster, she rolled her eyes at his suspicious expression. “For the sake of the Creator. It’s a boost. It will sharpen you for a few more hours. The only side effect is that when you crash, you go down hard for twenty-four hours, at least.”

			“That part actually sounds good.” Foster accepted the infulizer.

			More figures walked toward them, and Rayne kept looking to identify which one was Kae. Of course, she was the last one who crossed the perimeter, which was hardly surprising. As she was clearly ambulatory, Rayne received the second child, this one slightly older than the first and strapped against Captain London. London looked even worse than Foster, and she motioned for the medic to repeat the Re-Coup treatment, then made it a standing order for the rest of the field team.

			The second child was a little boy, six years old, who, at first glance, seemed nonverbal. He just stood there between her and London, looking dazedly at her. His eyes were dark blue and oddly vacant. Traumatized, Rayne surmised. “Hi. You’re safe here. Captain London and Foster are going to remain with you for now. All right?” 

			“His name’s Lux,” a young voice to Rayne’s left said. “The little girl is Ember. Emb for short.” 

			Turning, Rayne saw the third newcomer. Equally dirty, and emaciated, a child with big, tired eyes regarded her calmly. “Are you Rayne?” 

			“I am. And you are?” Rayne began to scan the newcomer.

			“Zephyr. Zeph for short.” 

			Zeph turned out to be a girl, with the same symptoms as the smaller children, only worse. She suffered from a vitamin and iron deficiency that was far more developed. 

			“Hi.” Kae’s voice was all Rayne needed to feel rejuvenated. She kept a hand on Zeph’s shoulder as she turned her head toward Kae and smiled, so relieved to have her back, she was at a loss for words. 

			Kae returned her smile before handing a bottle of water to Zeph and sipping from one herself. “Rayne,” Kae whispered, and even though at least thirty people surrounded them, she bent and kissed Rayne lightly on the lips. 

			As it turned out, the members of the field team were uninjured and merely fatigued and thirsty. The children were another matter. Rayne admitted them to the small part of the hospital habitats that was designated as the children’s ward. The little girl that Rayne had just operated on was almost awake and was placed in the far corner with her own medic watching over her, along with her father. Rayne nodded at them and pulled the privacy curtain to avoid disturbing them.

			Emb still clung to Beth, even when she tried to get her to settle on to the bed. Fear radiated off the girl, and only when Zeph stepped up and framed Emb’s face did the child calm down.

			“Just do as they say, and we’ll be all right. Kae and Foster promised us. Same goes for you Lux,” Zeph said and turned to the little boy. She glanced over at Rayne. “We’ll all be here together, right? Or are you going to place me with adults somewhere?” She stared at them, so defiant and so brave.

			“Listen,” Rayne said. “I’m the head doctor here, and that means I’m the boss in this hospital. I would never place a child with adults, unless it was a parent. You will stay here in this unit, as this is for kids. You can take the bed next to Lux.” She pointed at the bed, but Zeph didn’t attempt to climb into it. “Do you need help?”

			“I’m…we’re all too dirty for this.” Zeph indicated the crisp white bedsheets. 

			“Ah. I see.” Rayne studied the smaller children. “Never mind that. This is how we’ll do it. You’ll all stay on the beds, and my medics will help clean you with a portable instant-cleaning tube. While you’re inside it, they’ll get your beds all reset.”

			She could tell that the children didn’t know what she was talking about. Smiling as Kae entered the room, she motioned for the beds. “Never mind some dirt. Just get on top of the beds. We’ll figure it out.”

			Kae pulled up a chair and sat down between Emb and Lux. “I’ll just put my feet up for a while. I’m really sore after hiking back on the double like this.” She sent Zeph a knowing look. “Your feet need attention, Zeph.”

			Rayne followed Zeph as she reluctantly climbed onto the bed. Zeph’s eyes grew impossibly wider, and she pressed her hands to the mattress. “This is so…so soft. Almost like the bales before we wrap them, but even softer.”

			“Oh, Creator.” Madelon sounded shocked as she gasped behind Rayne. “Rocque said you brought children, but…” She gazed around the room. 

			“Good, you’re here,” Rayne said, making sure she used her efficient voice. “We’re going to have to clean up these children before we can truly examine them. You can help.” She studied her mother briefly, relieved to see Madelon already taking off her jacket and putting on a protective apron. 

			A medic rolled in a portable instant-cleaning tube, and Zeph volunteered to go first, to show the smaller children that it wasn’t dangerous. She was about to disrobe in front of all of them when Rayne stopped her. “Zeph,” she murmured so only the girl could hear. “I don’t know how they’ve treated you where you come from, but here you are entitled to your privacy when it comes to cleaning your body or using the latrine. We’ll show you how everything works when you feel better, but you don’t have to remove your clothes in front of people ever again.”

			Zeph looked dumbfounded. “Everything in the barracks was out in the open. Even for the grownups.” Her eyes glazed over, but she didn’t cry. “So, I just go inside?” 

			“I’ll pull the special curtain first. If it’s all right, I can be here with you. I’m afraid you might feel poorly after your ordeal.”

			Obviously sizing Rayne up, Zeph then nodded. “Since you asked first.” 

			Rayne smiled. “Good.” She pulled the curtain after nodding at Kae first. Taking a bag from a dispenser, she held it out to Zeph. “Toss your clothes into this when you’re naked. We’ll provide you with new ones.”

			“That’s good news too.” Zeph nodded and accepted the bag.

			Rayne turned her head and hummed under her breath as she heard Zeph take her clothes off. 

			“They’re in the bag.”

			“Just step into the tube and I’ll start it for you,” Rayne said gently.

			“I—I don’t mind if you turn around. I’d rather you did.” Zeph whispered the words.

			“Sure.” Rayne turned around, and only her years of training made it possible for her not to gasp like her mother had earlier, but she was in complete shock. Despite the dirt, the bruises were still visible, as were old and new cuts, and what looked like a deep gash from a bite on Zeph’s shoulder. “Take a few steps back. The tube will close, but you’ll still be able to see me. You will feel a sort of tickle, but it won’t harm you.”

			Zeph stepped into the tube, and a transparent aluminum door slid shut. Rayne pressed the sensor for a deep clean, the second highest setting, wanting the girl to get as clean as was humanly possible.

			Thirty seconds later, the tube opened automatically, and Zeph stepped out, staring in disbelief at Rayne. “That was strange.”

			Rayne was even more shocked at Zeph’s appearance now that she was pristine and every bruise and wound looked so much worse. “You have lovely auburn hair, Zeph. She wrapped a towel around the girl even if she wasn’t wet. “Let’s get you into a freshly reset bed.”

			“I don’t think I can sleep. I’m trying to understand what’s happening,” Zeph said and, ironically, yawned.

			“I think you will, once you’re comfortable. I just need to make sure I treat what I can when it comes to your injuries.” Perhaps she would need to sedate Zeph first. She hoped not.

			While she ran a more in-depth scan, she heard some commotion in the doorway, and a glance in that direction showed that LaSierra had just maneuvered her AirFrame through the door, emphatically telling her guards to remain outside. 

			
        
          
            [image: scene separator]
          

        

        * * *

      

			LaSierra studied the two youngest of their latest additions, not surprised that the youngest, Emb, was clinging to Beth. Who could blame the little girl? The kindness radiating from Beth’s eyes was palpable.

			“She’s afraid to go into the tube,” Beth said. “You saw Zeph go in and then come back out. Nothing bad happens in there, honey.” Beth stroked the dirty, tear-streaked little cheek.

			“She looked all different,” Emb whispered. She gazed at LaSierra, who approached her chair. “Why’s that grownup floating?”

			“She hurt herself a while back. Her name’s LaSierra, and she’s the boss over here.”

			“No.” Emb shook her head. 

			“No?” LaSierra had to smile. She wasn’t used to children, or especially interested in getting to know any, but the tiny, muddy girl looked at her with such conviction, she couldn’t stop herself.

			“Doctor Rayne’s the boss. All over here.” Emb indicated the area with her arm and then clung to Beth’s neck again. “But you’re pretty.”

			“Thank you.” LaSierra thought fast. “I bet you could go into the cleaning tube
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