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Pain shot through Briars chest as her eyes blinked open. Groaning and clutching at her shirt, she swung her legs out from under her duvet and planted them on the wooden floor. She took a deep breath before sitting up and assessing the pain that now began to slowly flicker out. She’d been sleeping restlessly for weeks now, waking in a startled sweat, with sharp pain in her chest. 

Her mother refused to believe that the pain was brought on by the extra responsibilities she’d been entrusted with, if she even believed the pain was real at all, Briar mused as she stretched carefully. 

Apparently the moment you turned eighteen stress couldn’t touch you. It never seemed to touch her anyway. Her mother liked to tell her that when she was Briars age, taking on a little more work never seemed to bother her, Briar fought not to make a jarring remark about how ‘more work’ didn’t quite mean the same thing now as it did back then, before the strikes. 

Briar slowly brushed her hair, the dark brown shining golden in the shafts of light that shone through the cracks in the roof. With every stroke of the brush and every button she did up on her shirt she tried to convince herself that she was basking in the honour of following her mothers footsteps. 

As she shut her door her ears pricked at the mention of her name from her mothers mouth, and stalked down the stairs to find her with a gaggle of the groups children hanging onto her words. Her mother looked at her with raised eyebrows. 

“Briar, I was wondering where you’d gotten to, the suns been up for a while” she stated crisply. 

“Sleeping” Briar answered plainly, refusing to be pulled into the passive aggressiveness in her tone. 

“Briar!” a little girl exclaimed with wide eyes, brimming with admiration. Briar softened a little and gently placed her hand on the girls head for a moment. “Commander Ripley was going to tell us about the strikes!” 

Briar frowned and cocked her head towards her mother. “Aren’t they a bit young for that?” she asked quizzically. 

The children took deep breaths as if surprised she’d question such a high ranking woman. 

Her mother swallowed, irritability flashing across her face. “Our young are never too immature to know our history” she said firmly. 

“Besides, how are we supposed to keep Exana alive when we shield our children from her?” she added icily, her tone almost a warning for her daughter to step down. 

“Alright” Briar shrugged, turning to leave. 

“Stay” her mother ordered. “I want to speak to you in a moment” 

Briar cringed inwardly but took a seat as her mother turned back towards the children. 

“As you know” she began. “It began when two young leaders from thriving lands rose to power after a long lasting rivalry. Caine-“ 

At the mention of his name the children broke out in sneers and cries of disdain.  

“Caine is afraid of women!” the little girl piped up. Besides her another exclaimed “My mother says he’s a coward!” 

Briar suppressed a snort of amusement at her mother being interrupted. 

Her mother simply nodded and raised her hand for silence. 

“Your mother is quite right. Caine masked his hatred for women and his cowardice with false religious values” the last word was dripping with sarcasm. “Said he’d restore his country to greatness through a return to traditionalism, restoring old pride to the people” she scoffed. 

“What’s traditionalism?” the second little girl asked. 

Briar fidgeted with her hair, still sure this was a history lesson that could wait until they were older. 

“I know!” a girl from the back of the group exclaimed. Her mother gestured at her to go on. “It’s where men used to tell women what to do a lot” she answered proudly. 

“You’re spot on, Mandy” her mother nodded. “He stopped women from being able to work, he stopped them from gathering in groups away from men” 

“Why?” another girl breathed in shock. 

“Briar?” her mother looked at her pointedly. Briar took a breath, supposing she would be involved in this lesson.

“Well, like Emma said, he was afraid of women. Of our power. If he let them gather they might  rise up and squash him, overthrow him and lead the men into sin” Briar supposed there was no beating around the bush now. 

Her mother nodded approvingly. 

“He spoke of himself as if he were appointed by God to deliver his message”, the children were gazing at her, their attention undivided. “And therefore thought he was a holy thing himself. He outlawed marriage between two women, and forced everyone into prayer and worshipping him” 

“How?” the little girl, Mandy, asked curiously. 

Briar flinched, hoping her mother wouldn’t answer. 

“Public executions” her mother answered grimly, her voice blunt. Briar inwardly sighed. “You’ll give them nightmares” she whispered despondently. Her mother ignored her as the girls gasped, exchanging horrified glances. 

“Two women weren’t allowed to get married?” Emma asked, mystified. 

Her mother nodded. “Absolutely not, it wasn’t considered traditional. See, Caine wanted women to be dependant on men” 

“But then Exana saved everyone!” another girl exclaimed. 

Briar held her tongue, and looked to her mother to continue. 

“Exana knew women were not these fragile things, as she conquered neighbouring lands, she poured money into weaponry, she made us strong, and ready to fight for independence. While greed consumed Caine, Exana saved countries by rising to power before he could get to them, she needed all the weapons she could get her hands on to bring down that tyrant” she explained. 

“That’s why we have so many weapons that survived the blasts” Emma nodded seriously. 

“Right” Briars eyes flashed to the gun that stayed strapped to her mothers hip at all times, gold marbling coating the handle. 

“Exana did her best, but the two entered a catastrophic nuclear war, bombs and missiles rained on both sides, wiping out billions” her mother continued. 

This won’t scare them for sure, Briar thought sarcastically. 

“Power plants exploded and plunged our world into radiation. A small price to pay for our freedom” 

The children stared at her with round, afraid eyes.  

“After the death of both Exana and Caine, both sides' societies began to collapse with not enough people left alive to run them, and people split off into different groups to survive. Can anyone tell me their names?” 

“Well we’re Tycoons, and so are Caines Tycoons” the girl from the back answered. 

“Well that one’s easy” Mandy huffed. 

“That’s right” Briars mother answered. “We keep Exanas teachings alive, one day, we will all be Exana Tycoons” 

“I met a Grappler who told me we’re all stuck up” another girl cut in. 

“Well a Grappler would say that” Briar narrowed her eyes irritably. 

Her mother raised her eyebrows and sighed in agreement. “Well, what do we know about Grapplers” she asked the girls. 

“Smelly” Mandy scoffed. 

Briar stifled a laugh. 

“Thieves!” Emma added. 

“They’re very dangerous,” the girl from the back said seriously. 

“They are certainly thieves,” her mother agreed. “They survive through stealing, cheating and intimidating others, none of them are to be trusted”  

“Where do we need to look out for Grapplers?” Briar figured they might as well try and keep the girls safe if they were to frighten them. No one seemed to have an answer.

“Watchtowers, bunkers, and tunnels” she answered her own question. “But you won’t have to worry about that for now, you won’t be going anywhere on your own for a long time” she reassured them. 

“What about Orchids?” her mother asked. Briar sighed, she was beginning to grow hungry and bored, and itched to escape.

“Hippy tree huggers!” Emma declared confidently.  “You’re just copying what my mum said” the girl beside her rolled her eyes.  

“Well it’s true!”  

“How would you know?” 

“Orchids are the biggest groups by far, you’ll find them living away from the city ruins, deep in the woods or by the sea. They claim to be spiritual and pacifists, and while they’re exceedingly strange, they’re unfortunately helpful. Their healing abilities and agriculture excel” 

Briar was positive that the children didn’t understand.  

“They don’t like to fight and they grow plants” she decided to simplify her mothers message. “But you won’t meet them unless you go looking for them”

“Thank you Briar” her mother responded dryly. “Lastly there are Loners, and Preppers. Loners are people without a group to belong to, I doubt you’ll ever meet one, no one wants to be a Loner, it’s not safe. And Preppers are almost just as rare, they anticipated nuclear war, and created bunkers full of supplies they hoarded” 

“Do they help us?” Mandy asked.  

“We have a little more pride than that” her mother answered firmly. She looked as though she were about to continue her history lesson until she caught sight of Briar looking restless and stopped herself.  

“Does that satisfy you all for now?” she asked the children, who nodded enthusiastically. “Run along then” she gestured to the door. They got up in a scrambled mass of limbs. “Thank you Ripley!” they chorused on their way out. 

“That’s Commander Ripley!” she called after them. She turned to her daughter. “You seemed bored” she noted, a hint of accusation in her voice.  

“I just woke up, I’m hungry” Briar shrugged. 

“Don’t question me in front of them, Briar. I’m a respected officer”  

“Yes, mother” Briar forced herself to mask the irritation in her voice.  

“Go eat” she gestured to the door. Thank God, Briar sighed in relief.  

“And no more sleeping in so late, we all have responsibilities!” she chided on her way out 

Briar sank her teeth into soft white tangerine skin, the inky black juice dripping onto her tongue. Herself and her friend Lottie sat in the eating quarters, the lower ranking Tycoons walking past enviously, their ribs poking through their stomachs. 

Lottie had flashed her a grin with red stained teeth as she’d seen her come in to eat. Her honey brown skin, adorned with gold jewellery, seemed to gleam in the sunshine. 

“So your mum scared the crap out of the girls?” she exclaimed in amusement. “Literally for what reason?”  

“We need to keep Exana alive supposedly” Briar sighed.  

“Exanas fine, she’s long gone, seven years in the grounds gotta make you stop caring” Lottie joked, nudging her playfully.  

“Don’t let Commander Ripley hear you say that” Briar mused. “She’ll throw you right to the dogs” 

“Don’t get me started on the dogs” Lottie rolled her eyes exaggeratedly. “It was all acid rain last night and at least three of them decided to sleep on my bed”  

“It was acid raining last night?” Briar frowned. “Yup! Surprised you slept through it” Lottie nodded.  

“I’ve been exhausted” Briar lay her head on Lotties hand. Lottie kissed her cheek.  

“I guess your mum decided to give you a break then, she rounded up the rest of us to get the dogs inside and close the windows, such a fuss!”

“She wouldn’t have to ‘give me a break’ if she wasn’t determined I’m gonna be a commander” Briar called back to her as she went to refill her plate. She felt something brush her leg and almost tripped, realising it was one of the many dogs that roamed the Tycoon base, Dobermans with distinctive cropped ears and golden collars.

Despite the fact they were supposedly for protection, Briar couldn’t help slipping this one a little slice of meat when it gave her the saddest face a dog could muster, alongside a whine. 

“We’re spoiling them!” Lottie called at her, despite beckoning the dog and kissing its head as it bounded happily up to her. Briar giggled, wishing she could spend the day playing with the dogs by Lotties side.

As if to prove her wrong, Sari, the Tycoon leader, walked into the eating quarters, her personal dog at her heels. Practically dripping with gold, it shone from her earrings, from around her neck, heavy in bangles on her arms and rings on her fingers, she dazzled the room, casting shimmers on the walls. Briar thought she looked just like an angel, as she walked across the room. 

Everyone grew silent the moment she entered, even the dog in Lottied arms stopped whining for attention.  

“I want all those fit enough to serve outside in ten minutes” she ordered, appearing to have no intention in adding any context before leaving moments afterwards.  

“Gosh no warm hellos from her is there?” Lottie joked under her breath. Briar snorted, covering her grin with her sleeve. “I love how she brings an ominous energy into the room and absolutely nothing else” 

Briar pretended to bat at Lottie as she tried to hide her amusement. “What do you think she wants?”

“To stop us finishing breakfast!” Lottie exclaimed, shoving the rest of her food ungracefully into her mouth.  

“Very attractive” Briar commented playfully. “Thank you I’m known for it” Lottie replied between bites.  

“I think you should actually go into being a model for the Tycoons and avoid all the hard work” Briar wolfed down the last of her food while fixing up her clothing.  

“Believe me I’m trying!” 

Outside, rows of Tycoon lined up enthusiastically, packed tightly together and gazing up at Sari, who stood on her wooden platform, adorned with gold detailing. Briar stood beside Lottie, blinking affectionately as she spotted her sister, May, who seemed ready to hang onto Saris every word. Her golden brown hair, secured in neat braids, swayed as she turned her head to flash her a warm, white toothed grin, before returning her attention to their leader. 

“Greetings, I’ve gathered you here today to inform you of a problem. I’m sure many of you are aware of a Prepper living not far from our home, he is in cahoots with Grapplers, feeding them, enabling their crime, and is therefore a danger to our children. I have, of course, tried to take the peaceful route” she explained, her voice cool and silky. “But he rejected Exana, and so we must fix this” 

Her eyes scanned over the rows of Tycoons. 

“There is no use to waste our own resources, only a few of us are needed to take care of this problem” 

Briar felt cold at Saris tone. She knew exactly what taking care of him meant, and as she glanced at Lottie, who returned an equally troubled expression, she wondered if Sari had actually ever tried her ‘peaceful’ approach at conversation.

“Forgive me, Sari” 

Briar looked to her mother, who spoke once again.

“But I believe this would be excellent experience for my eldest daughter, she would appreciate nothing more than to serve you, and in turn, Exana” 

Briar felt herself begin to grow from cold to flushed and uncomfortable, pressing her arms to her side as she felt her armpits begin to sweat. Lottie flashed her a sympathetic look, the kind of look you’d give someone who’s turn it was to dispose of the waste and old bones that week. 

Painfully aware of Saris sharp gaze on her, Briar masked any discomfort on her face and nodded to her mother, then to Sari. 

“I would be honoured, Sari” she stated firmly, trying to keep her voice clear and appropriately excited. 

Sari looked down at her for a few moments, as if weighing up the success she could bring them, and dipped her head. 

“Very well, Briar will be leading a raid party, and this prepper will be dealt with. Briar, who will you be taking?” 

Briar blinked in surprise, that would usually be a commanders choice. Sari had trust in her to serve as her mother would. 

She then shook her head slightly, trying to pull herself back into the present. 

“I would like to bring May, and Lottie” she replied. 

Lottie nodded gently, while May almost jumped on the spot with excitement. 

“This meeting is at a close” 

The Tycoons split off into their individual tasks, Lottie and May staying by her side as Sari headed towards them, Briars mother at her side. 

“Will we need someone to lead us there?” Lottie asked. 

“No need” Briars mother replied. “Mays already been there” 

May nodded enthusiastically. 

“We won’t let you down!” she told her mother and Sari with a smile. 

“Good, take whatever weaponry you may need, will you be needing a dog?” she now aimed the question at Briar. 

Briar cast a glance at a few of the dogs sleeping peacefully in the sunshine. 

“No, thank you” she replied. 

“May Exana go with you” 

“Do you think Sari actually spoke to this guy?” Lottie mused. The three of them had all each picked a gold furnished gun from the weaponry store, May strapping an extra blade to her thigh. Now they all walked, weapons in hand, out of the fiercely guarded Tycoon base and through the cities ruins, stepping over fallen bricks and ducking under broken walls. 

Briar had jumped at the gentle paw steps of a coyote, her finger immediately slipping to the trigger of her gun before the creature revealed itself. The animal had three extra half formed eyes, and the radiation filled animal gazed into her eyes with all four of its own, before scampering away. May had laughed at her eagerness with the gun, Lottie had commented that she really had to start getting some sleep. 

Now, led by May on the trial, Briar shook her head. 

“No, I don’t think so?”

May turned her head back to them, her braids whipping around. 

“You think Sari’s a liar?” she gasped indignantly. 

Briar shrugged. 

“I just think we’re not Orchids” she replied, feeling the gun in her grip. 

“Orchids will be wishing they’re us once Grapplers start making trouble on their borders” May declared, hopping deftly over a fallen tree. 

They walked for twenty minutes before May raised her hand for them to come to a halt. 

“Beyond those trees” she murmured, her voice focused. 

Facing them was a building’s ruins, the tiny entrance concealed by fallen trees red bark. They’d have to carefully scramble through. 

Briar remembered she was supposedly leading the raid and uneasily stepped forward, beginning to swing her leg up and squeeze through the wood, envying her shorter companions as she felt it press against her. 

“Clear” she whispered back to Lottie and May. The entrance to the building was open and almost eerily easy to just walk into, however it was as dark as a cave. As May squeezed in to stand beside her, followed by Lottie, Briar wondered if the Prepper was even home. 

“What if he’s not here?” Lottie murmured, squinting into the darkness. 

“Then we wait” May answered, then as if remembering that her sister was in charge, looked to Briar for confirmation. 

Briar nodded uneasily. 

“China? Is that you?” 

A mans voice echoed through the building. Briar almost jumped out of her skin. May raised her gun and Lottie took a step backward. 

“Don’t answer” Briar hissed. “Let him come into the light” 

However after they waited several moments with no sign of him, Briar regretfully realised she’d have to go into the dark after him. She beckoned her companions and they stepped inside. The floor was metal and a little rusted, and slowly the darkness completely swallowed them up. 

Briar felt a stab of chest pain as she waited for the Prepper to reveal himself. She could feel the heat of Lottie and May on either side of her, their breath short and sharp. In an instant Briar felt a forearm press against her throat, holding her in place, her gun kicked to the ground with a clatter. Panic setting in, Briar clawed at the arm with her nails, flinching as one broke. She heard the sharp inhalations of her companions and their shifting footsteps, while feeling as if she were about to gag due to the force on her throat. She was about to cry out when an ear splitting bang echoed through the building, and the body slumped on top of her. She yelped as it collapsed with her, but she felt Lotties hands pull her up.

“Briar! Are you ok?” May called out. 

“Yes!” Briar gasped. 

“Thank god” May breathed a sigh of relief and Briar could hear her drop to her knees and fish around on the ground, before approaching them both. 

“Your gun” she offered it back to her. Briars hands knocked the mouth in the dark and she fumbled taking it off her. 

“I knew I wouldn’t shoot you!” she exclaimed. 

Briar jumped in surprise as the lights flickered on. 

“Found them!” Lottie called out. 

Blinded for a moment by the bright lights, Briar rubbed her eyes, the adrenaline still coursing through her body. As her vision began to adjust she cringed inwardly at the body on the ground. The man must’ve been in his fifties, and he lay slumped in a rapidly growing pool of sticky, deep red blood. 

“Clean in the face I think” May murmured as she too stared at the corpse. 

“Thank you, for not shooting me” Briar felt a little nauseous as her heart pounded. 

The building was at a slight angle, the blood began to trickle down towards the entrance. 

“That was surprisingly easy” Lottie sighed, wiping a spatter of blood from her cheek. “You ok?” she blinked at Briar, who’s eyes had begun to unfocus. 

“Yeah, fine, just gave me fright” she replied vacantly. She began to massage her chest and looked around the now lit building. Supplies lay in haphazard piles all over the ground, she was surprised she hadn’t slipped on anything. The walls were covered top to bottom in shelves, yet it seemed they weren’t put to use anymore. 

Briar tried to focus on the excitement at the sheer amount of supplies rather than the blurry state her mind was trying to pull her into. 

Sanitary towels, hairbrushes, toothpaste, toilet roll, shampoo, conditioner, prescription lenses, first aid kits, candles and matches, too many rations of food to count, cigarettes, seeds, alcohol, bullets, and silver and gold. Good quality silver and gold had always been extremely highly in demand since the strikes. Silver prosthetics were a typical indicator of someone’s disassociation with Tycoons, while gold gave the opposite impression. 

“Look at all this” May breathed. 

“We’ll have to bring more people back to carry everything” Lottie added, beginning to shove conditioner bottles into her pockets. 

“What’s with the hair care kick?” May joked, opening and sniffing the bottles of alcohol. 

“I don’t know if you knew this but my hair actually needs moisture” Lottie explained sarcastically, twirling one of her curls around her fingers. 

Briar watched them silently for a moment before willing herself to snap out of it. She stepped carefully over the body and filled her arms with cans of food. 

“There was more than we could carry” Briar explained to her mother, setting down the cans of food and stretching her sore wrists. 

Her mother looked thoroughly pleased. 

“And what of the Prepper?” 

“May took care of it” Briar nodded towards her sister who looked proudly at her mother. Ripley simply nodded at her. 

“Wonderful, I’ll send patrols to retrieve the rest of the supplies” 

Briar couldn’t shake the corpse from her mind. Face down on the ground, the blood pooling from the head, flowing like water. 

“What about the body?” she asked cautiously. 

Her mother smirked. 

“I’ll retrieve it for the dogs” 

Images of dogs' red coated teeth ripping through flesh flashed through her mind and she felt a wave of nausea. 

“I’d like to go to my room” she mumbled. 

“You don’t want to go back for supplies?” her mother frowned. 

Briar shook her head. 

“I’ll go back and help!” May offered excitedly. 

Her mother sighed and, to her relief, gestured for Briar and Lottie to leave. 

“Did you know May’s been up since the crack of dawn patrolling?” Lottie told her as the two of them shuffled through Briars door and onto her bed. “How is she not exhausted?”

Briar shrugged. 

“She’s like my mum made the perfect daughter up in a lab or something” 

Lottie rested her head on Briars shoulder. 

“What’s up?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You’re bothered by something” 

Briar swallowed and looked away. 

“I just...I just feel as though we could have convinced that man to leave” 

Lottie sighed. 

“I know what you mean, but he did attack you” 

“Only because we just showed up in his home” 

Lottie nodded sympathetically. 

“I know, it’s hard” 

They lay together in silence for a moment before Lottie began to stroke her hair. 

“Want a distraction?” 

Briar looked at her and nodded. 

“I know who likes you” she giggled gleefully. 

Briar rolled her eyes. 

“Are we seven?” 

“Shut up!” Lottie batted at her playfully. 

Briar chuckled, grateful at least to be thinking about anything else. 

“Alright, who?” she asked sarcastically. She generally kept to Lottie and her sister, exchanging not enough words with anyone else for them to form a real connection. She was certain this was a fantasy in Lotties head rather than reality. 

“Mercury!” 

Briar blinked in surprise.

Mercury appeared to be even more reserved than Briar was. She was pale, muscular, with startlingly green eyes that always seemed to be decorated with a blackened waterline that smudged onto her lower lashes, paired with choppy black hair that sat above her jaw and a crooked nose from where a grappler had broken it. 

“What would she even like about me?” Briar mused curiously. 

“Beats me!” Lottie joked. “I’m kidding!! Probably your warm inviting energy and charisma” she giggled. 

Briar rolled her eyes. 

“I’m sure” 

The sun was beginning to lower in the sky, orange light filtering through the roof. Briar closed her eyes as she basked in the warmth, and forced herself to pretend for that moment she hadn’t been involved in the end of a man’s life.  
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“They shot our fucking Prepper!” 

Rayas head whipped around in shock. 

“You’re fucking kidding me?” 

China shook her head, her choppy blonde hair flicking to and fro. 

“Nope! Dead! As a dormouse!” 

Raya sighed, her stomach feeling as though it was dropping right to her feet. 

“Are you positive, China?” 

China snorted indignantly. 

“He was shot in the face Raya” she exclaimed. “And not even with my bullets” she joked, smirking.  

“You’re not funny” Misha jibed at her moodily. Coyote, as usual, said nothing, but furrowed her brows, concerned, and started to chew on the inside of her cheeks.  

“Raya, Mishas being a dick” China shoved her playfully.  

“I’m not being a dick why are you such a-“

“Shut up! Both of you! Let me think” Raya silenced them sternly and began to pace. This was something she hadn’t anticipated.

The blasts had struck when Raya was eleven. She and her mother had survived the initial blasts, but the force of one hitting a little too close to her home shook the foundation, and collapsed on top of her mothers body. Once she was alone, she’d stolen and fought to survive, trading weapons with preppers for supplies, she was unsure of what drove her forward until she met Misha wandering the ruins. 

Misha had been a severely malnourished, deeply radiation sick nine year old girl, blinded in one eye, the entire left side of her body had been blasted, her flesh falling off her frame. For some reason, Raya had felt a sense of responsibility, and had taken her to stay with Orchids by the sea. They had graciously healed Mishas wounds, leaving the right side of her body a clean marbling of scarring. She’d lost her left arm, and they fitted her with a silver prosthetic. She’d lost the teeth in the right side of her mouth, so they had her fitted with silver replacements. Though she’d lost her right eye, she’d rejected a prosthetic, and the socket stayed empty.

The blood red hair on the right side of her head grew back, and the longer she spent by the sea, the less emaciated she became. The whole time, Raya didn’t leave her side, despite the fact the Orchids had proven themselves trustworthy time and time again as Misha recovered. She didn’t quite trust every radiation treatment they fed her, every strange plant they applied to her wounds, and once they offered the two of them a place to live amongst them, Raya declined, and took Misha away. 

Raya fought to protect her from Tycoons, aggressive Grapplers, and those mad with radiation sickness, finding them a bunker to hide away in. Almost half blind herself, Raya hadn’t escaped radiation sickness either. One of her eyes was clouded and white, like Mishas surviving one, while another was pale blue, stark against her cool brown skin and deep black hair.

It was only a few years ago they had found China, scruffy and boyish, a dog tag swinging around her neck and a fist in Coyotes long, pale blonde hair, wrestling on the ground for food. Raya hadn’t been sure what had overtaken her, but a force within her had pushed her not to rob the two girls of their limited possessions, and instead took them back to the bunker with Misha. 

It had been then she’d learnt that China had ran off from a group of Orchids herself, already finding their practises restrictive and frustrating, the fact they insisted she find forgiveness for the murder of her father, her last remaining parent at the hands of Tycoons, had been the final straw, and she fled. Coyote, even younger than China, had simply been unlucky enough to cross her path, wandering alone after her sister perished to radiation sickness, skinny and mute. 

Raya convinced herself that it was Chinas ability to handle a firearm and run straight into danger, or Coyotes tiny frame and silent demeanour allowing her to pick pockets like a professional thief. More recently however, they’d picked up a habit of trading scraps of gold for supplies from their nearest Prepper. He was a little insufferable, as most Preppers were. Money no longer existed as a currency, post war, yet the ego of the previously wealthy never seemed to get even slightly dampened.

In the present, Raya had been braiding Mishas hair. While Raya and Coyote preferred thick braids, Misha always liked skinny ones that could get lost in the rest of her head of red hair. It took fingers more nimble than Rayas but she squinted and concentrated anyway. Coyote has been doodling on the wall of the bunker with crayons that she’d pointed at with such enthusiasm among the Preppers supplies that Raya hadn’t bothered to fight her on.

Now, China, Misha, and Coyote all stared at her with wide, expectant eyes. 

“I want you to show me” she decided. The three of them bounced to their feet. “But not before you eat” she added firmly.  

“There’s a literal corpse and you want us to snack?” Misha exclaimed.

“Breakfast isn’t a snack. The body will still be there afterwards” Raya rummaged in her supplies till she came across cheese, jam, and crackers, handing them out to the girls.  

“Just do as you’re told” she insisted, beginning to spread the jam on a cracker. 

“What are we gonna do with our Prepper gone?” China asked through a mouthful of cheese. “We’re gonna have to resort to cannibalism” she joked, shooting a pointed look at Misha, who shoved her.  

“Yeah, starting with you!”  

Coyote signed Concern, and Raya gently rested a hand on her face for a moment.  

“We won’t be eating eachother, I’ve put too much effort into keeping you alive” she reassured her. “That’s what you think” China stuck her tongue out at her. “I’m gonna take a chunk out of Misha”  

The sun warmed the back of Rayas neck as they picked their way through the rubble and city ruins. The trees protecting the Preppers home were viciously hacked away, pieces of bark scattered in disarray. The ground was scuffed and trodden into, and to Rayas discomfort, but not surprise, blood trickled and pooled at the entrance, black and sticky. 

“See!” China threw her hands up. No one responded until Raya motioned for them to go inside. The place was ransacked, completely gutted of supplies, empty crates and boxes strewn across the ground, cardboard, wood and newspaper soaking up blood. Raya felt a tapping on her side and looked down at Coyote, who signed Look. Raya followed her gaze to the body. Just as China described, face down, and lifeless. 

“Stay back” Raya cautioned Coyote, taking a few steps forward and kneeling down besides the body. She reluctantly extended her hand to the body’s head, wrinkling her nose in discomfort as the overpowering scent of iron and death hit her, alongside the cold stillness of his skin. Carefully, she rolled the body over, revealing the mangled remains of his head. Half of his face, skull, and brain had been blown off, and behind her she heard Misha make a noise of exaggerated disgust. Raya sighed and rolled him back over. 

“Well is there anything on the body at least?” Misha went to take a step towards her, yelping as she slipped on the pool of blood underfoot. Raya shot up and steadied her, feeling her knees pop at the suddenness of the movement.

“Thanks!” Misha gasped, stepping carefully away. Raya turned back and ran her hand up and down his body.  

“If there was, whoever did it took it” she reported. “We know who did it” China scoffed indignantly. Raya picked herself up to keep inspecting the wrecked building. Coyote signed Tycoon, shaking her head.  

“Exactly” China agreed. “You’ll be grateful, though, that I’m a genius” she bragged, hopping neatly over the pool of blood and sticking her tongue out at Misha before fumbling with a latch on the ground. Raya heard a click and frowned in confusion as the latch opened up a small space, allowing China to lower her upper body into for a few moments.  

“China?” Raya called.  

“Why is she burrowing?” Misha asked sarcastically. 

“Because she knows where the hidden supplies were and the code that lets me in!” China retorted, pulling herself up and an armful of rations. Raya sighed in relief, walking over to help her.  

“How did you even find that out?” Raya asked as she shoved rations into her pockets, though she wasn’t particularly surprised.  

“Because like I said, I’m a genius and also our Prepper’s a little insane and loves to just talk and talk” she shrugged, handing supplies back to Misha.

“Was a little insane I guess” Misha frowned as she took a ration packet in her teeth while holding others under her armpits. 

Rayas head shot up as she heard footsteps begin to creep up on them, adrenaline shooting through her body as she imagined a swarm of Tycoons ready to wipe them out and lay them on the same ground. Their weapons would be a sufficient match for the shotgun in Mishas pocket and the rifle slung over Chinas shoulder.  

“Hide the rations!” she hissed between her teeth. The girls looked confused but followed her orders, frantically shoving the packets and tins into their pockets or under their shirts. 

To Rayas relief, the faces that came into view weren’t those of Tycoon soldiers. An exceptionally tall, gaunt girl adorned with ripped clothing, joined by a muscular man with hair down to his waist, a slender child at their side, all stared at them sullenly.

Raya had seen them before, and uneasily took a step towards Misha, who was bristling. Chinas hand tightened on her gun strap and Coyotes eyes darted between them and Raya. 

“Relax” the gaunt girl reassured her, her voice scratchy, almost bored. “It wasn’t us”  

Raya dipped her head, before motioning for the girls to gather behind her.

“We figured you might stop by” she continued. “I’ve seen you around”

Raya narrowed her eyes, unsure of where she was getting to.  

“Thought we might warn you it was Tycoons who done it” she kept talking after Raya had met her with frosty silence. This news didn’t shock her. “We thought as much” Raya answered. 

“We’re fleeing, personally” the girl cast a glance at her companions. “You know it won’t stop with that fucking Prepper. Our children aren’t safe with them stalking the streets” she turned her gaze pointedly to China and Coyote.  

“We’re not scared of Tycoons!” China exclaimed indignantly.  

“Maybe you should be” the girl replied grimly. “Take it from me, get out” 

“Thank you for your warning” Raya replied coolly. “Grappler to Grappler” she shrugged. Motioning for her companions to move on, she held Rayas gaze for a few more moments before disappearing. Raya didn’t allow herself to relax until she couldn’t hear their footsteps even if she strained.

“They were really just warning us huh?” Misha furrowed her eyebrow. “Bullshit if you ask me”  

“I think if they wanted a fight they’d have picked one by now” Raya assured her, though she still felt prickly and unsettled.  

“S’alright Misha I’ll turn them into jerky” China mimed rapid firing her gun.  

“No need for that” Raya insisted dryly. “Let’s get these rations home”  

“Then what?” China asked, shoving ration packets down her pants.  

“Ew?” Misha exclaimed.  

“I’m out of pockets!” China retorted, throwing a packet to Coyote who caught it deftly, one of her braids whipping around her neck. “Sorry for having amazing initiative”  

Raya paused for a moment.  

“Then we begin to flee”  

“You’re serious?” Misha sighed.  

“I am” 

“I can’t believe we’re leaving the bunker” Misha fiddled with her little braids miserably, her back loaded with supplies. Evening was drawing in, the last of the blood orange light sinking behind the city ruins.  

Drawings, Coyote had signed sadly. Raya had felt a stab of guilt and had reassured her she could decorate the next place they’d find shelter. They wandered through the rubble until their feet were sore, and at the first sign of a weathered watch tower, Raya gave in and agreed to let them rest for the night.

At the confirmation of being able to sit down and haul the supplies off their backs, everyone seemed to perk up a little. 

China raced Coyote up to the top despite Rayas warning to tread carefully. She felt far too aware of the soft and damaged wood underfoot, and tested each step before placing the full weight of her body down.  

“You can see the whole city from up here” Misha breathed as she closely followed Rayas footsteps. She paused for a moment.  

“Should we have given him a burial?” she asked quietly. 

“Would he have done the same for us?” Raya asked. Misha still looked downcast. Raya kept an eye on China and Coyote, who had tripped over each other several times already. “Besides, we don’t know the level of radiation he was carrying, how deep we’d have to dig, we’d waste time” she continued.  

“I won!!” China called down to Raya proudly.  “Well yeah you are bigger than her!” Misha called back.  

“That’s great, there are probably sea Orchids who didn’t quite hear you both” Raya muttered sarcastically.  

“The doors locked” China continued to yell down to her. 

“Wait for me then” Raya replied, continuing her steady journey up.  

“I got it!” China slung her gun from over her shoulder and into her hands, smashing the recoil pad into the lock.

The weathered lock seemed to break with a crack, the door swinging open.  

“Or ignore me, no big deal” Raya muttered. Coyote clapped with excitement and Misha chuckled. Once Raya and Misha made it to the top, Raya made her way inside first.  

The windows were smashed, empty shelves and broken glass tossed across the floor. A stained mattress sat in the corner, joined by an empty lantern. 

“Charming!” China exclaimed sarcastically.  

“It’ll do for tonight” Raya replied. “Just stay there while I clear the broken glass”  

She got to her knees and swept it away, wincing as it nicked her knuckle. She drew her hand to her mouth for a moment to lick away the blood, and kept sweeping till the shards were neatly in a corner.  

“Alright, come set up your sleeping mats” she instructed. The girls did as she said, and Raya remembered she’d have to do the same alongside them. 

As darkness completely swallowed up the city ruins, Raya noticed stars begin to flicker into view. The red cast moon hung in the sky, creating a scarlet sheen on her skin. Too
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