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Reader Reviews of ‘Backlash’

"Wow. What a prequel. Can't wait to get my teeth into the series proper." 

"This was definitely worth the read. I would recommend this book to all who love this genre as I do.""I 

“I like dystopian fiction, and this delivers in spades. A romp-through-the-wasteland read, with great characters woven in to make things interesting."

"Kept me reading to the end. Was a good introduction to the start of an interesting series. The development of characters was creative and drew you into their lives."

"I didn't find a dull moment in the novella. The story was full of action and suspense. More back story with the characters"

"This draws you right in from the first page."  
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This one’s for me.

CHAPTER 1

––––––––
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Sep 06  mid-afternoon  Montana

“What’s out there?” Shannon asked her partner, looking east towards the derelict city. Miles from any place resembling civilization, they weren’t there by accident. They chose the duty of guarding their home, a secluded valley tucked away high in the mountains. The snow-covered landscape and treacherous roads were the only things she’d ever known. Empty cities were ghosts of the past, and far more dangerous than they appeared from the distant highway overpass.

“To be honest,” Ballentyne told her, leaning on the car, finishing a thermos of day-old tea. “I’m here to teach you to drive. That’s all, that’s what I agreed to. Then there’s the fact you have a better idea about the outside world than the rest of us.” 

Shan snorted a rude word under her breath. “That’s not likely. My team wants me to learn everything on my own. Security things, Scout things, and otherwise.” The ‘otherwise’ being the catch.

She shared a mild psychic connection with her Guardian Team, Wade and MacKenzie. They privately referred to it as Gen En, genetically enhanced, a term they’d found in pre-war media. If it was true or not, they could only guess. The valley, The Vista, was closed off from the outside and had been since the winter after the war.

Their abilities weren’t common knowledge. Those included in the close-knit inner circle had been made aware of the not-so-subtle differences at work in the trio. Wade had formed his own security corps outside the reach of Vista Security, to keep their secrets.

Ballentyne was one of the trusted few. He wouldn’t get caught out overnight with a rookie, either, and especially not Vista Security’s first female rookie. Not because of her sex, but because of who, of what, she was. All three of them had experienced unexpected side-effects to their abilities, a scenario he wasn’t willing to deal with.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“I think there’s more to the world than just us. Our parents have forgotten that.” At seventeen, she had many opinions. Quite intelligent as well, Shannon understood not all of those opinions would pan out to be correct. “Someday,” she said, throwing her pack in the back seat of the car and stretching. “Some of us should go find out. Off the record, if we need to.” Tall, and more than pretty, she had a Mediterranean complexion, with green eyes and dark hair.

“Are you going to bring that up to Command?” Ballentyne wondered, amused. He towered better than a half foot taller than her. Mahogany skin, black hair and dark eyes, he’d been a Scout four years. Over the last winter, he moved to a Guardian Team, internal Security for The Vista, rather than driving circles in the mountains. At thirty something, he decided he was too old to be doing the hard footwork of a Scout. Half the people in Security were younger and better suited. This duty was temporary, a favor.

“I said off the record. I’m not in Command,” she pointed out. As the ruling body of Security, they were officers and former officers, self-governing, and separate from Vista Council for many reasons.

“Wade is, and since you’re their Scout, you will be soon enough. Mac too.”

“You mean because I’m Gen En.”

“That’s why you’re their Scout, Shan. If Command knows or not, you’ll have to ask them.” They had their own ways, their own secrets.

She had to agree.

“I’d guess Wade has ideas for something unauthorized like that,” Ballentyne added, knowing his penchant for detailed planning. Wade was moving up fast in Security. Hell, rumor had it he’d been offered a future Council position.

“That’s one thing I’m certain of.”

“You’re driving through Butte,” he told her, back to the business at hand. Scout duty kept teams on the road for two or three days at a time, depending on the weather. The first line of defense, they were the eyes that watched for potential trouble from the outside world. In the autumn, cities became tenuous. Nomads started moving in for the season, while Scavengers never quit traveling. Both groups caused issues for Vista Security.

Shan groaned. “Is that an order?”

“Let’s say it is. Concentrate on your surroundings. There are plenty of places to gather and this time of year, they’re all migrating. That’s why we have precise routes for the cities. Stay sharp and we’ll be fine. The only movement we’ve seen in the past month is south. In a couple of weeks, we’ll be set in for the winter, and it’ll be months before you have to go back.”

She’d driven the city with him over the summer and figured if she went there a thousand times, it would be the same. Cities were dead, abandoned places and had been since before she was born. The war, dubbed World War Last by children of the survivors, had emptied planet Earth of human inhabitants almost to the point of extinction. Few of those that remained could be called civilized. The Vista was isolated, for that reason.

“We’ll be home by dinner,” she recited what he said every morning he picked her up from Dispatch.

“I-90 in to Butte, I-90 out of Butte and we’ll stop at Station One tonight unless plans change in the next hour.”

“You’re a brave man,” she said, resigning herself to the trek.

“That’s what I keep hearing since I volunteered to teach you to drive.” She knew how to drive. He was testing her commitment to Security. They were both aware.

* * * * *
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“I hope it’s cold enough for everyone,” Mac announced, stomping his feet like he’d been walking in snow. None was on the ground yet, but soon. The Guardian pair of Team Three came in from the underground garage, making their way to the main floor. The lodge had been part of a ski resort before the war, rebuilt and reinforced after. Now it was Station One, Vista Security’s home away from home, and a favorite escape for younger officers seeking independence and a bit of privacy.

“If you ordered this weather, I’m kicking your ass,” Denny Lambert yelled from the radio room. The temperature was below freezing, wind gusting in hard from the north, typical of any given autumn.

Everybody in earshot had a good chuckle. Unless they went three or four-on-one, there would be no kicking of Capt. MacKenzie’s ass. Despite the laid-back cowboy look he dressed for, Mac could be deadly. With four years of Security experience, he was quick on his feet and quick into a fight. He’d be twenty-one at the end of the year, a couple months older than Capt. Wade.

Wade was the quiet one of the team. He grinned at their exchange, not getting involved, but still glad to be in for the night.

“Not me,” Mac said, shedding his gear. “What’s the plan?” Ten to twenty personnel occupied the station around the clock, plus up to a dozen civilians in support positions. No alert would mean they had time to relax for a few hours. Sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll. Or at least dinner, beer and loud music per choice of whoever was in the comm center. Meaning the radio room.

“You can finish my shift,” Lambert offered.

“Wishful thinking,” Mac made an obscene gesture at the Scout stuck in Dispatch.

“Shan logged in a couple hours ago,” Wade told him. The two men had the opposite relationship with their Scout. Wade was like an older brother to her. Mac was not.

“Outstanding,” Mac answered.

“You got second shift tomorrow,” Lambert reminded them. “Dispatch has us on Alert Six.” All clear, no call-outs.

“Outstanding,” Wade repeated. “Which commander is in tonight?”

“Niles. He traded off so Duncan can do some attitude adjustments at Station Two this week.” Lambert shrugged, glad he was away from that drama. Council tried to nose in on Security matters from time to time. Station Two, in The Vista itself, had a couple of ringers.

“That’s what I figured.” Wade shook his head. He couldn’t get away from this mess. His step-father was a founding member of The Vista and was on the Council. Council and Security were the core governing bodies of The Vista, separate but equal. There were occasional conflicts, and this was one of them.

“Not your concern. Forget about it,” Mac told him.

“Until there’s a foot of snow sitting on the ground, everything is my concern.” Wade was in line for a promotion. The next step up would skip a rank to commander, likely by the end of next spring. He wanted to create a balance between Security and Council but was usually
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