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Chapter One

	 

	It had been more than an hour since they’d stopped for the night, but Liam’s feet were still killing him. He’d tried rubbing the aches from them when the halt was first announced. Unfortunately, it hadn’t helped.

	Frankly, it was rather infuriating. He could survive getting his legs blown off but a few days’ marching could leave him limping and grimacing? It just didn’t seem fair.

	Fortunately, he wasn’t given long to dwell on it. Scarcely had he pulled off his boots when Jenn materialized from the darkness and tugged at his belt with one of the innumerable vines that hung about her shadowy sides. It was not a subtle gesture and drew muted laughter from the men traveling with them. Not that he’d let that stop him from accepting his dark-haired lover’s invitation.

	And so, as he had the last two nights since abandoning the Institute and its plush, pillowed beds, Liam found himself sprawled out inside a covered hammock of leaves and vines. Jenn reclined against him, sighing contentedly and tracing his ribs with a finger. The touch tickled but was oddly comforting.

	The silence, however, was not.

	“You’re quiet,” he noted.

	Jenn scowled at him. Or at least, he assumed she did. The sky was overcast and the night was dark so he had only her body language to inform his opinions.

	“And you were loud,” she countered, elbowing him. Growing serious, she snuggled closer and rested her cheek on his chest. “I guess I’m just on edge.”

	“Why?” Liam asked. He was growing increasingly aware of how Jenn’s bare breasts were pressing against his side and his body was responding accordingly, again. Luckily, the darkness hid his distraction long enough to clear his throat and reply. “We haven’t seen a single Occ since we left.”

	“Exactly. They should be all over. So why haven’t we—fuck!” Jenn yelped the last word and recoiled so violently that she nearly upset the hammock.

	Whirling, Liam saw why.

	A petite, narrow face peeked through the broad leaves comprising the walls of the hammock-tent. Its owner had apparently hooked her legs over a branch above them since her grin was inverted and her short, golden hair framed her brow like a beard.

	“Liam sleeping?” Kathryn asked in a stage whisper. “Kathryn blood-hungry. Can feed now?”

	“I’m going to kill her,” Jenn muttered into his chest. “I swear. One of these days, I’ll do it.”

	Chuckling, Liam leaned over and kissed the top of her head. It smelled faintly of pine needles.

	“You and me both,” he whispered back. Then, loud enough for the dangling girl to hear him, added, “Fine. Just climb down before you hurt yourself, Kat.”

	The spritely head bobbed once and withdrew. A second later, the sound of rustling branches filtered through the walls of the hammock.

	Sighing, Jenn rolled to face away from him. “You shouldn’t say yes all the time,” she said. “It’s spoiling her. She’ll start to expect it.”

	“It makes her useful,” he pointed out, delicately.

	“It makes her horny,” Jenn growled. She shoved him with a heel, not hard but not good-naturedly either. “Go feed your pet.”

	“Jenn….”

	He felt he ought to argue the point but the rigidity of Jenn’s shoulders made it clear she was not interested in further discussion. Giving a sigh of his own, Liam carefully swung his legs over the edge of the hammock. Leaning forward, he peeked out and retrieved his trousers from the branch where he’d hung them. He pulled them on, then gingerly grasped an available branch and began to descend.

	Jenn had strung up the hammock barely a foot higher than he was tall, but the darkness made his descent far more challenging than it would have been in the daylight. It took him several minutes to successfully navigate his way to the ground. It was only upon reaching it, however, that he realized there was no sign of Kathryn. He glanced around, frowning, then crept silently toward the distant, well-hidden glow of the militiamen’s campfire.

	“Kat?” he whispered. “Where are you?”

	With an impish laugh, Kathryn dropped from the darkness, inches from his head. Or swung, rather, since she’d apparently ignored his earlier instructions and chosen to remain among the tree’s lower limbs. Hanging by her knees, she grinned at him in a self-satisfied manner.

	“Liam!” she chirped. “Here!”

	Rolling his eyes, Liam grasped her dress and hiked it back into place. Hanging upside down, the makeshift garment had pooled around her ribs. And as much as he might otherwise have appreciated the eyeful, the last thing he wanted was for Jenn to spy him ogling the vampire. Over the last few days, the two women had constantly been at each other’s throats, and his—literally in Kathryn’s case.

	“Get down here,” he grumbled. “Hurry up or I’m going back to bed.”

	Giggling, Kathryn did as instructed. She landed nimbly, crouching on all fours like a cat before pouncing at him. Had it been the first time, she might have succeeded in catching him unaware. But this was not the first time, or even the second. Liam caught her clumsily and managed to keep the scrawny girl from toppling him. Sweeping her up in his arms, he tossed her over his shoulder in an undignified heap and set off into the darkness.

	Kathryn squawked, squirming in his grasp. Her legs kicked weakly and her hands scrambled at his bare back but her protests were nominal at best. And once they were safely out of earshot of both Jenn and the others, Liam stooped and deposited her back on the ground.

	“Bastard,” Kathryn whispered, grinning conspiratorially.

	Liam frowned at her. “Who taught you that word?” he demanded.

	“Julie,” she replied without hesitation. Shifting her weight from one bare foot to another, she waited for him to make himself available.

	“Of course she did.” Sighing, Liam brushed a few twigs aside with his foot and sat. “You shouldn’t say that word. It’s not polite.”

	“Polite?”

	“You know… nice?”

	“Oh!” Kathryn climbed into his lap, hooking her legs around his back. Her eyes practically glowed as she stared at him. “Liam carry. Not nice. Bastard.”

	Rolling his eyes, Liam angled his head to expose his neck. Rather than bite him immediately, however, Kathryn’s grin widened. The sight of her fangs sent a preemptive twinge of pain down his spine and he promptly closed his eyes. Still, she did not bite him. Instead, she leaned in and nibbled the bare skin in what could almost have been a kiss. The feeling sent another thrill down his spine for an entirely different reason.

	“Blood-secret nice. Not bastard.”

	“Well, thank you,” he muttered. When the pain of Kathryn’s fangs still did not come, he cracked open an eye. “Kathr—”

	She bit down and he grunted at the burst of lightning that shot through his shoulder, burning to his fingertips and tailbone in the same heartbeat. The pain faded quickly, far quicker than it had when they’d first met. Though it had only been a few days, the intimacy of sharing his blood with the young vampire made him feel as though they’d met a lifetime ago.

	Kathryn hummed softly as she drank. That was another trick they’d learned since abandoning the Institute. As Liam’s enhancement matured, his body’s ability to close wounds had become much faster—including the puncture wounds caused by Kathryn’s fangs. Something about the vibrations of her humming kept the wounds from closing quite so rapidly, allowing her to nearly drink her fill without needing to bite again and again. They’d discovered that fact by accident, but it was one Liam was immensely grateful for.

	After several minutes, once the pain in his neck had faded entirely, Liam could almost have drifted off. The warmth and softness of Kathryn’s body against his was relaxing and the melody of her humming nearly a lullaby. Almost without meaning to, he found himself stroking her impossibly downy hair with one hand, the other swirling small circles between her shoulder blades.

	It was not until Kathryn began to squirm in his lap that his reverie ended.

	“Hey, hey!” he said. “Kathryn, stop that.”

	Stiffening, Kathryn pulled fully free of his shoulder. She remained there a moment, lapping up the last of his blood until the small wounds closed beneath her tongue. Then she drew back and gazed at him with cloudy eyes.

	“Stop?” she whispered. She blinked several times in quick succession until her eyes grew clear and golden once more.

	“Stop,” he repeated, glancing down significantly at his lap.

	Following the path of his eyes, Kathryn shifted once and offered a thin-lipped, pleading smile. “Please?” she whispered. “Secret-secret? Plant-girl say okay.”

	Liam sighed deeply. They’d had the same conversation multiple times in the last few days and his answer had never changed. Despite that fact, Kathryn continued to make the request with increasing frequency.

	And honestly, he was far closer to giving in than he would ever admit—especially to Jenn. It was a part of why he’d purposefully fed Kathryn only after she’d sated his appetite for physical comforts. The petite vampire had a mischievous charm about her that a part of him would be only too happy to put to the test. And it wasn’t as though her age was an issue; for all her innocence and small frame, Kathryn was practically of an age with Jenn. But still—

	“We can’t,” he explained, as always. “I love Jenn.”

	“Liam love Kathryn too.”

	“I do,” he admitted. With some difficulty, he climbed to his feet and fought to ignore the feeling of Kathryn’s body as it slid to the ground. “But not like that. I’m sorry.”

	Kathryn said nothing as she rose and brushed the dirt and clinging leaves from her dress. Folding her arms, she swayed slightly and would not look at him.

	“I’m sorry,” he said again. “Does that make me a bastard?”

	Kathryn snorted softly and even in the darkness, her face showed a sudden wistfulness. Shaking her head, she slipped her hand into his.

	“No,” she murmured. “Not bastard.”

	Hand-in-hand, they picked their way among the trees and brambles and made their way back toward the small, well-hidden camp. They were nearly there when something, a vague, intangible instinct, made the hair on the back of Liam’s neck stand up. He froze, having learned long ago to trust such instincts, and dropped silently into a crouch. At his side, Kathryn did likewise without question. Her fingers tightened around his.

	It took him a moment to identify what was out of place: The militiamen’s small campfire had been extinguished and the faint scent of its smoke hung in the air. A few seconds later, he spotted the reason.

	Another far-off campfire burned, several miles ahead of them but far more brazenly than anything Scott or one of his men would have dared. This close to the DMZ, there was only one group to whom it could belong.

	Occs.

	Heart beginning to pound, Liam crept back toward the remains of their recently extinguished fire. He and Kathryn made it within twenty yards before several of Scott’s men noticed them. The men responded instantly, rifles swinging toward them before lowering once more, far more slowly.

	Scott was waiting for him on the north side of the camp. Crouched and balancing on a fallen log, he studied the Occ encampment through his rifle scope.

	“Well?” Liam whispered. “Do you think they saw us?”

	Scott shrugged, lowering his rifle and resting it across his knees.

	“It’s possible,” he said. “Probably not, judging by the size of that fire. I’m not about to bet our lives on it though. We’ll break camp and head a mile east.” 

	“Only a mile?”

	“There could be other Occs nearby,” Scott said, scowling. “Might be trying to spook us into a trap.”

	“We haven’t seen any though.”

	“Hunters, then. Either way, I’m not risking it. We’ll skip the fires until we cross the DMZ. Shouldn’t be long. It’s only about a day until we reach the Tennessee.”

	Liam grunted in agreement and glanced around. The camp was already a flurry of silent, practiced activity. Militiamen rolled bedrolls and filled packs with the remains of distributed supplies while Julie rounded up her children with the help of Nora, the enhanced woman they’d sprung from the Institute. Though it had been only a few days, Nora was already as much her child as Adam and Morgan. It was an odd dynamic, to be sure. Not the least because Nora, in particular, was every bit as old as Liam himself. And yet, where Nora treated the older woman with outright deference, Liam might as well have been just another militiaman.

	As if sensing his attention, Julie looked up and met his eyes. Flashing a grim smile, she nodded at him.

	Suddenly embarrassed and unable to say why, Liam turned his attention back on Scott. The man had lifted his rifle and was examining the distant fire once more.

	“Anything I can do?” Liam asked.

	Scott grunted, still peering down the scope. “Go wake your girlfriend,” he said. “Last time I tried, she nearly stabbed me with those vines of hers. Again.”

	 

	***

	 

	 


Jenn was awake by the time Liam reached her. She had descended from the hammock-tent and was busy wrapping the tangled mess of leaves and vines around her midsection. She was so busy, in fact, that she failed to notice his approach. Turning, she spotted him and leapt back with a yelping curse.

	“Sorry,” he whispered, before she could speak. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

	“You didn’t,” she muttered. Nodding past him toward the militiamen, she stretched and a few of her vines rose to loom threateningly over her shoulder. “Occs?”

	“A few miles off. Scott decided to move the camp, just in case.”

	“Good.” Grasping a few low-hanging branches with her vines, Jenn began to haul herself off the ground. “I’ll watch from the trees.”

	“Stay safe.”

	Jenn paused and looked down at him. Her eyes flitted to Kathryn, who shadowed Liam in silence. Then, with a sudden whip-like motion, she dropped back to the ground and kissed his lips with uncharacteristic shyness.

	“Thanks,” she whispered. “You too.”

	And then she turned, masking her embarrassment and launching herself back into the tree with a multitude of undulating vines. Liam grinned in her wake then pulled his pack and rifle from the hollow in the broadest tree’s trunk. Slinging both over his shoulder, he turned to Kathryn.

	“Walk or climb?” he asked.

	At first, Kathryn did not respond. She stared blankly, straight ahead and without any sign of having heard him.

	“Kathryn?” he prompted, louder.

	“Climb,” she said, still not looking at him. Before he could say or do anything more, she scrambled up the side of the tree and out of sight.

	Grumbling a little, Liam shifted his rifle to a readier position and headed back toward the now disassembled camp. Why should it bother him if Kathryn was being petulant? Maybe Jenn was right; he spoiled her too much. It got her hopes up in unwise ways.

	Working through such thoughts, Liam failed to pay attention to where he was walking and nearly stumbled headfirst into Nora. The woman sidestepped gracefully, grinning and cradling the child in her arms.

	“Careful,” she whispered. “Don’t want to wake this one. She’d bring them down on us faster than a dozen campfires.”

	Liam nodded in agreement and carefully picked his way past the woman. He could feel Nora staring after him as he headed for the far end of the camp. He didn’t look back, instead focusing on the Irregulars and the formation they were silently adopting. As usual, he took up position at the fore.

	Navigating silently through the woods was oddly relaxing, in a nerve-wracking sort of way. Liam could trust Kathryn and Jenn to take care of themselves and Scott would doubtless do the same for Julie and Nora, so the only thing he needed to focus on was himself. The weight of the gear slung across his shoulders, the sturdiness of the rifle in his arms, and the effort required to move invisibly all served to anchor him and keep his restless mind from wandering. And of course, the knowledge that he might see the Occs at any moment kept his thoughts occupied as well.

	The rest of their caravan stretched out behind him for approximately a hundred meters. Some of Scott’s senior militiamen had initially objected to Liam’s taking point, but a few quiet words from their lieutenant had silenced the protests.

	It made sense; who better to head a convoy than the man who could shrug off the opening volley of a potentially fatal ambush?

	After ten minutes of walking, the path before them narrowed and Liam slowed, then stopped. He ducked into the shadow of a particularly large oak and waited for the next few men to catch up. Scott was among them and gave a slight nod in Liam’s direction. He didn’t speak, but the flicker of his eyes toward the narrowing terrain made his thoughts clear.

	“Bad spot,” whispered Hensley, one of the platoon’s sergeants. Chewing the inside of his cheek, he looked to Scott. “Woods look pretty thick.”

	“You see anything?” Scott asked.

	Liam shook his head. “Just a feeling.”

	It was hard to miss the looks shared by several of the gathered men. Liam felt the stares acutely. Scott, on the other hand, reached out and patted his shoulder encouragingly.

	“You made the right call,” he said. “Sessions, Hensley, you come with me. The rest of you follow in ten.”

	Around him, Liam noticed the men nodding and quickly added one of his own to the mix. With a grim smile, Scott straightened, adjusted his grip on his scavenged rifle, and marched off into the darkness. The selected men trailed after him in a similar fashion, interspersed by gaps of a dozen paces. 

	The waiting was the worst part. Liam crouched there, doing his best to remain calm and focused as the soldiers dispersed and found sheltered positions of their own. He ignored the sounds of shuffling and painfully audible snapping of dried twigs, choosing instead to continue staring into the darkened woods ahead. Though Scott and his adjutants had long since vanished, he almost imagined he could see the forms of men moving amid the gloom.

	He was so focused on the specters that he gasped aloud when a hand landed on his shoulder. Whirling, he discovered a sheepish-looking Nora crouched and holding a finger to her lips.

	“Sorry,” she whispered, smiling with her eyes. “Did I startle you?”

	Liam shrugged and shook his head, pulling his rifle firmly against his shoulder. Nora’s presence unnerved him; since leaving the Institute, she’d generally limited her company to Julie and Jenn.

	“It’s fine,” he whispered back. “Everything okay? Where’s Morgan?”

	“With Julie,” Nora said. Leaning to stare past him, she drew a slender, metal wand from a pocket and began to twirl it precisely between her fingers. It had the mien of a nervous habit, but knowing precisely how destructive Nora’s enhancement could be, the sight sent a disproportionately potent chill down Liam’s spine.

	Try as he might, Liam could not look away from the spinning steel. It seemed to pull the memory to the forefront of his mind—a useless pistol sliding, spinning across the floor, coming to rest between him and his foe. Then a white-hot pain, the agony of a decimated body, and the sweet oblivion of unconsciousness.

	Liam looked away, a bit too sharply. Nora noticed immediately.

	“Sorry,” she said. Grimacing, she slid the wand back into its pocket. “I, uh, forgot.”

	Liam shrugged and focused on his rifle. He’d suffered worse in the past and the pain had been worth the reward.

	He was about to say as much to Nora when the first gunshots erupted in the distance.

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	For a brief moment, as the rumbling echo of the first shots faded, a paralyzing disbelief seemed to hang overhead. It was replaced the next instant, as further gunshots sounded, with the irresistible urgency of hissed orders. Two of the militiamen hurried toward the rear of the convoy, moving to guard Julie and her children, while others cautiously advanced into the darkened woods to take up more secure positions.

	Liam did not move. Sudden, unexpected fear had frozen him in place and he could only crouch there, rifle tucked against his shoulder. He might have remained that way perpetually, had Nora not reached out and touched him gently on the shoulder.

	“Liam,” she said. Even in the darkness, the empathy was obvious in her eyes. “Go get him.”

	Nodding, Liam obeyed. The second he’d taken the first step, the paralyzing fear seemed to vanish. On either side of the narrow, overgrown trail, the militiamen watched him with unreadable expressions as he moved ahead. The woods seemed to grow darker still as he passed them, every twisted branch becoming a rifle ready to lay him low.

	After a hundred yards, Liam slowed. The trail he’d followed had all but disappeared, overgrown with thorny vines and withered bushes. Now, each step he took seemed a fight all on its own. For each glance he aimed down his rifle’s sights, it took a half-dozen to navigate through the foliage.

	Until it didn’t. Quiet as a whisper, Jenn dropped from the trees above him and landed effortlessly in a graceful crouch before him. Her hands were outstretched and wherever her fingers met the plant life, it instantly seemed to crumble away. In seconds, she had cleared the path ahead of him.

	Liam nearly thanked her aloud before he remembered himself. Instead, he proceeded at a guarded creep and offered an appreciative nod as he drew level with her. Alongside him, Jenn grinned and returned the gesture. Shrugging, she wrapped the many vines of her outfit tightly around herself like armor, covering her and leaving only a thin strip around her eyes and nose exposed, then inched onward and continued to the clear the path ahead.

	Scanning the darkness, Liam forced himself to breathe quietly. There was still no sign of Scott or his men. Even more curious, there seemed to be little evidence of their having passed through. Though he trusted Scott’s abilities to move unseen far more than he did his own, it still seemed unthinkable that the man could have made so much progress without the same difficulty Liam was encountering.

	Unfortunately, he wasn’t given much time to consider the matter.

	With a wave of her hand, Jenn destroyed a particularly thick clump of vines to reveal a thick log fallen across their path. This would not normally have been an issue, had many of the tree’s branches not remained intact, stretching vertically like the bars of a prison cell. Even stripped of its many leaves, the branches remained inconveniently broad.

	Jenn glanced at him, then vaulted the log and slipped carefully through an available gap. Landing on the other side, she extended a hand through and gestured for his rifle. Grimacing, he fed it gingerly through the gap, stock-first.

	A sudden rustle of leaves overhead made his heart skip a beat.

	“Liam!” Kathryn called. Her voice was not as loud as usual, but startled him like a gunshot inches from his ear. “Here! Can help!”

	Lunging, Liam clapped a hand over her mouth. He’d misjudged the distance, however, and only succeeded in hauling the girl out of the canopy where she’d hidden. Squawking, Kathryn landed atop him in a heap.

	Furious, Liam rolled and pressed a hand tightly over the girl’s mouth and held a finger to his lips. As he climbed to his feet, however, he could tell instantly that something was wrong. On the other side of the makeshift barricade, Jenn’s face was one of fear, not anger.

	With a sudden jerk, Jenn lurched upward into the trees. Her vines carried her fast as lightning, but no sooner had she moved than a burst of gunfire slammed into the fallen tree. Liam’s rifle hurtled back through the gap he’d used to pass it, striking his shoulder and numbing his arm as the weapon clattered to the dirt. He scrambled to retrieve it, clumsily shifting it to a ready position as he returned to the tree.

	Glancing to the spot where Kathryn had fallen, he was half-relieved, half-disgusted to find her gone. With a shrug, he returned his gaze to the front.

	Liam saw the blur of movement at once, but it was not until he heard the voices that he was able to identify what he was looking at.

	“Banzou,” ordered a distant, tinny voice that crackled with static.

	He could see eight of them, dark figures clad in greens and browns. Under different circumstances, there was no possible way he would have seen them. But these figures carried weapons that practically gleamed in the cloud-filtered moonlight.

	Five were heading his way, slowly and professionally. Three remained behind, some hundred yards distant. They were not alone, however. Liam could see the shape of men kneeling before them, hands twisted and bound behind their backs.

	Breathing deep, Liam maneuvered his rifle until he had the first of the approaching men in his sights. His finger settled on the trigger. And squeezed.

	Nothing happened.

	Mouthing a furious curse, Liam squinted at his rifle and struggled to make out the details. Had something broken when Jenn threw it back to him? He discovered the answer mercifully quick; no, he’d simply forgotten the safety.

	Flipping the safety off, he once again lined up his shot. This time, however, it was a nagging doubt that stayed his hand. An image filled his mind’s eye, born in the brief span it had taken to inspect his rifle.

	If he shot now, he might very well slay the five men seeking him. But their comrades would not stand idly by as he did so. They would come to join the fight. And prisoners of war would not be an obstacle to that purpose.

	Grimacing, Liam turned his sights on the men at the rear. There were three, but only the centermost had his weapon trained on the prisoners. Another held his pistol at his side. The third seemed to be fiddling with his uniform.

	There could be no bracing himself. Aiming as best his trembling hands would allow, Liam fired.

	His first shot was remarkably accurate; the man he’d been aiming at dropped instantly. Unfortunately, his second shot only staggered the second man and his third soared overhead as both remaining men took cover. By the time Liam could even think of aiming again, his world erupted with gunfire.

	His would-be ambush had exposed his position to the men seeking him and Liam could only hunker down as the crack of rifles practically deafened him. Wood splintered around him, mixed with who-knew-what-else as the Occs returned fire. A sudden jolt like a fist to his lower back told him that he’d been hit at least once, but he felt no pain from the blow. And, as the rate of fire dwindled, the wound did nothing to prevent him from climbing to his feet.

	Scurrying to the other edge of the narrow path Jenn had cleared, Liam eased his rifle through the withered greenery and sought the men who’d guarded the prisoners. There was still no sight of them, or of the men who they’d overseen.

	But, as he hunted through the darkness, Liam did spot something else. A pale face, standing out from the scenery, half-hidden behind the silver-on-black of a rifle. A face that looked his way.

	The world exploded without warning. First in blackness and then with a tremendous roaring that filled his ears in an endless loop. It was not until he felt the sturdiness of the ground beneath his back that he realized he’d been shot and had fallen.

	His hands were empty. Liam scrounged for his rifle a moment, only to discover that his body would not obey him and that his searching had been purely in his mind. He lay there, blind and unmoving, too bewildered to be afraid. There was still no pain, but neither was there anything else. He was alone in his thoughts, seemingly cut off from the world.

	And then, with an audible pop, the world returned.

	Liam lunged upright, gasping for breath and unable to precisely identify why. His face and neck were dripping and it took him a moment to comprehend the reason. Blood had pooled in the divots and creases of his face, running down in great strands and globs as he sat up. Wiping it away from his eyes and mouth with a sleeve, he spared only a single thought for what had happened.

	He’d been shot—in the head, no less.

	Liam felt like laughing but settled for a devious smirk. He snatched up his rifle where it had fallen and staggered to his feet.

	No sooner had he risen than, with the snapping of wood, a man climbed over the fallen tree. The man blinked in surprise to find Liam on his feet, then lifted his rifle.

	Liam shot him through the heart. His foe managed to get off four or five rounds in the time it took him to shoot, but he barely felt the wounds. This time, he did laugh. Why in the world had he ever been afraid of such men? He could recover in seconds from any harm they might do him! Without death, without pain, what power could they hold over him?

	Tossing his rifle through the gap, Liam vaulted over the barricade. Apparently, the recent gunfire had alerted the men on the other side to his continued presence. They had not, however, bothered to take defensive positions. The four men stood around him in a half-circle, faces incredulous and rifles at the ready.

	Liam shot them, one by one. And, perhaps aided by their disbelief, he suffered only a pair of gunshot wounds in the process.

	Chuckling, Liam fished out a fresh magazine from the pocket of his makeshift uniform and inserted it as he strode toward the spot he’d last seen the remaining men. His smile faded as he drew near, however, and the memory of what he might find returned to him. What would it matter if he was invulnerable if he’d failed to rescue Scott?

	“Tíngzhù!” bellowed a high-pitched voice to his right. Even from a single word, Liam could hear the panic tinting the speaker’s voice.

	He turned, stomach clenching painfully tight at the sight that greeted him. The two remaining Occs hid behind trees, virtually hidden from sight. Bound and gagged, a pair of men lay prone at their feet. This would not necessarily have been a reason for dread, had it not also been for the revolvers aimed at each captive’s head.

	Liam’s eyes met Scott’s and the man slowly shook his head.

	Flashing what he hoped was a reassuring smile, Liam slowly lowered, then dropped his rifle. No sooner had it landed than one of the Occs lifted his pistol and shot Liam squarely in the chest.

	He tried not to flinch, but couldn’t help himself. Admittedly, his reaction was more due to the loudness of the revolver than the impact of the bullet. In any case, he made a show of ignoring the shooter and simply wiped more of the blood off his face with his thoroughly soiled sleeve.

	The man fired twice more and this time, Liam was able to keep himself from reacting. He grinned as the two Occs exchanged glances and a few quick words that he was unable to follow. Then he cleared his throat.

	In a heartbeat, the two men were focused intently on him.

	Liam gestured slowly, unwilling to be misunderstood. He pointed to himself, to Scott, and to the other captive in turn, then back the direction he’d come. Then, with the opposite hand, he indicated the two Occs and pointed deliberately in the opposite direction. As negotiations went, it could hardly have been clearer if he’d spoken their language.

	Again, the Occs exchanged glances and a few words. Then, after a remarkably brief deliberation, they nodded and cautiously eased out from behind their respective trees. From there, they circled slowly, matching Liam’s feet until they could retreat without turning their back to him. It was only then that they cautiously returned their revolvers to their holsters and began to withdraw.

	Liam didn’t even have to call Jenn’s name. Before the men had gone more than a dozen paces, javelins lanced down from the treetops. The men were skewered in an instant, offering only weak, gurgling cries in response.

	Kathryn too, apparently unwilling to be left out, hurtled down from her hiding spot. Between her knives and fangs, the Occs were dead before Liam reached Scott’s side.

	Kneeling, Liam offered Scott a grimacing smile as he pulled the gag out of the man’s mouth. Scott spat noisily once it was free, shaking his head and struggling back up to his knees. Once there, he contorted himself and managed to retrieve a small knife from his boot. In an instant, he’d sliced his bonds and was already moving to assist his adjutant.

	“Get your rifle,” Scott said. He hesitated, then added, “And grab Hensley’s too. We’ll need it.”

	Liam had been about to obey, but something in Scott’s voice made him pause.

	“Why?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

	Grumbling, Scott returned the knife to his boot and hauled Sessions to his feet. Stomping to Liam’s side, he grabbed a fistful of hair and drew their brows sharply together. He did not seem disturbed by the blood congealing on Liam’s forehead.

	“You should have left us, idiot,” he whispered. “You shouldn’t have saved us!”

	Bewildered, Liam could offer no reply. Letting out a shaky breath, Scott pulled him into a tight hug. And from there, he muttered directly into Liam’s ear.

	“Thank you for doing it, Liam,” Scott said. “But every Occ in the state heard that shooting. We need to move or we’re all going to die. And we need to move now.”

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	It did not take long for the rest of the convoy to catch up. No doubt they’d heard the shooting and hurried to catch up. They were appropriately impressed by the number of dead Occs, but the mood swiftly turned somber upon discovering the executed Hensley’s body. The quiet didn’t last long, however, as a majority of the men moved on to admire Jenn and Kathryn’s gruesome handiwork.

	Liam ignored them. The sight of the impaled Occs had begun to turn his stomach, though he couldn’t be certain it was entirely due to their gory fate. Scott’s words continued to run through his mind, over and over. If it had been up to him, they would have moved out immediately.

	Fortunately, Scott seemed to agree. The man was busy corralling his men and preparing them to continue. This distraction left Liam free to turn his attention to the newest figures to emerge from the darkness.

	Julie and Nora appeared in tandem, each holding one of the former’s children. Swallowing hard, Liam did his best to smile. Julie returned it but Nora paled and hurried toward him, cradling Morgan against her chest.

	“Liam!” she whispered urgently. Her brow furrowed as she reached out to examine the holes torn in his uniform by the gunshots he’d momentarily suffered. “Are you okay? What happened?”

	He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he offered the rifle he’d retrieved from Hensley and waited until she’d slung it over her shoulder.

	“I’m fine,” he said. He glanced over as Julie reached Nora’s side. “Scott’s fine too. There were Occs. They’re dead now, but we need to move quickly.”

	“They shot you,” Nora said.

	Liam shrugged and looked around. Scott had finished organizing his men and now gazed significantly back at Liam. His impatience was obvious.

	There was no sign of Jenn or Kathryn.

	“Barely felt a thing,” Liam said. “Come on. We need to go.”

	He could tell that Nora wanted to question him further, but Liam was in no mood to indulge her. His paranoia was building and he could hardly wait to leave this place behind. The bodies of the slain Occs seemed liable to cry out at any moment and each second he remained near them left him increasingly anxious. Moving as quickly as he dared, he made his way back toward Scott and took up his usual place near the head of the convoy.

	Scott acknowledged him with a nod and a deferential wave to indicate he ought to take point. Liam couldn’t help but notice a slight tremble to the man’s hand.

	The nagging worry faded slightly as they moved out, though Liam quickly became aware of just how many holes had been torn in his uniform. The night’s breeze was cool and his exposed skin quickly began to prickle with goosebumps as they marched. After everything that had happened, however, he was not about to let such an insignificant thing bother him. By the time Scott called an end to the hike several hours later, he had almost forgotten about it.

	They made camp at the neck of a narrow valley, spreading bedrolls amid the camouflage of thick trees. It did not appear many would be sleeping, though. Most of the militiamen simply sat among the trees and warmed their hands as they clutched their rifles. Even those that did lie down did likewise.

	To Liam’s surprise, however, he found himself the center of attention before he even had a chance to unroll the thick blanket that served as his bedroll. Jenn and Kathryn descended from the treetops once he’d chosen a spot. Kathryn especially seemed thrilled to reach him, though her enthusiasm faded somewhat upon discovering that the blood caked in his hair was dried and no longer good for drinking. Jenn, on the other hand, simply sat alongside him and warmed his chilled fingers with her much warmer ones.

	The attention paid to him did not end there. Nora and Julie joined him as well, the latter wearing a knowing, weary smirk as she adjusted her clothes to feed her daughter. Nora occupied herself with hushing a very drowsy Adam and pulled a few small snacks from her pack, though her focus was wholly on Liam as she did so.

	“So,” Julie whispered at last, breaking the silence. She gestured vaguely at Liam’s chest with a finger. “Care to explain?”

	He blinked in surprise, glancing down to examine himself. Nothing seemed to be out of place, however. A half-dozen small holes had been torn in the fabric, but other than a few bloodstains—black in the thin moonlight—there was aught amiss.

	“Explain what?” he asked.

	“How many times did they get you?” Julie said.

	Liam shrugged and quickly tallied the holes in his shirt. Doing so forced him to expose his fingers to the cold and he promptly returned them to Jenn with a grateful smile once the inspection was complete.

	“Nine, I think,” he said. Hesitating, he wiped a bit of the dried blood from his hair. “Well, ten if you count my head.”

	The women stared at him, exchanging looks. Something about the reactions suggested there was something obvious he’d missed and Liam turned from face to face in growing annoyance.

	“What?” he demanded.

	“They shot you ten times,” Julie echoed slowly. “And you healed… just like that?”

	Even Jenn and Kathryn were staring at him now and Liam squirmed beneath their gazes.

	“That’s what I do,” he said. “You all know that.”

	Slipping her arm around his, Jenn leaned in and rested her head against his shoulder. Opposite her, Kathryn snuggled close as well and grinned broadly up at him.

	Julie, however, merely sighed.

	“I’ve seen you shot, kid,” she said. “Back in Abernathy, remember?”

	“Of course I remember.”

	“They got you once? Twice? And you were limping and shaking for hours. And you’re telling me the Occs got you ten times and you still killed them all?”

	“I… suppose? I mean, Jenn helped,” he said. Then, after an irritated growl from his left, he added, “Kathryn too.”

	“Fast and strong,” the girl agreed. “Liam-blood. Faster and stronger.”

	Drawing her knees up to her chest, she arranged herself against Liam’s side and closed her eyes contentedly. This left her conveniently oblivious to the steely eyed glare Jenn aimed her way.

	“It’s true,” Jenn agreed. Her expression softened as she turned from Kathryn to look at the other women. “He’s healing faster. I noticed it when we attacked the Institute. Our enhancements are too; the plants react faster when I make them do things.”

	Julie winced suddenly and glanced down at her nursing daughter. Then she paused, expression growing thoughtful as she turned to Nora.

	“What about you?” she asked. “Anything changing?”

	Nora started to reply, then faltered and shook her head.

	“I don’t think so,” she said. “But I can’t really practice, so…”

	Julie chuckled suddenly, smirking as she turned her gaze back to Liam. “I guess it’s your fault, then,” she teased. “The man with the special… essence.”

	Liam didn’t reply. They’d speculated about such things in the past, of course, but he’d mostly written it off as coincidence. It made sense that, like practicing with a rifle or growing accustomed to long marches, his enhancement would get stronger with practice. But the notion that he might have something to do with Jenn and Kathryn’s increased strength was somehow disquieting. He’d been content to believe that anyone’s blood could have empowered Kathryn and that Jenn’s talents had simply improved through practice, like his own. The alternative was uncomfortable.

	Apparently, Julie could read his discomfort easily. Her smirk turned to a comforting smile as conversation died. Reaching over, she effortlessly plucked Adam out of Nora’s lap and pulled her son into her own.

	“Thanks for the help,” she murmured. “We’re going to sleep while we can. You lot should do the same.”

	Liam nodded numbly but did not rise, even when Julie and Nora did. Neither did Jenn, though she did pry loose some of the foliage-armor from around her neck and brow. Carefully arranging them as a pillow, she guided Liam’s head down. Kathryn was already asleep and though she stirred slightly, neither Jenn nor Liam made any attempt to dislodge her from his side. Instead, Jenn simply stretched out alongside him, her head on his chest as well. With an outstretched hand, she guided a pair of her vines and used them to retrieve the blanket from his pack. This she draped over them.

	“Thanks,” he whispered.

	Jenn did not answer aloud. She nodded, slipping a slim, vine-wrapped arm across his stomach.

	“I love you,” he said.

	Again, Jenn did not speak. This time, however, he felt the muscles in her cheek tense as she smiled.

	 

	***

	 


The sky was significantly brighter when Liam awoke, though it took him a minute to realize this. Part of the delay was due to the dense canopy above him, but the remainder was due to the face peering down at him. He inhaled sharply, thrashing for a split-second before he recognized Scott’s features in the gloom. The man pressed a hand over Liam’s mouth and held a warning finger to his lips.

	Pulling back, Scott glanced over his shoulder and handed Liam the rifle he’d left leaning against a tree the night before. At Liam’s expression, he cautiously waved him up into a matching crouch.

	Liam glanced around. The whole of the militiamen were awake and similarly hidden, their attention focused on some spot in the distance. A few were staring down the sights of antique scopes, though most were unassisted.

	Kathryn and Jenn were stirring. Driven by sudden panic, Liam clapped a hand over Kathryn’s mouth and held a warning finger up to his lips as the girl’s eyes snapped open. For a second, he thought she might bite him. Fortunately, she did not.

	Jenn woke swiftly, retrieving the mossy pillow she’d constructed and pressing it to her collar. In an instant, the vines and bark began to interweave, securing her outfit into a single, continuous shell.

	Only then did Liam turn his attention to the reason Scott had woken him. Even in the early morning light, he spotted the source of the disturbance instantly.

	A column of soldiers who could only have been Occs marched along a narrow trail through the woods, several hundred yards away. There were dozens of them, at least fifty that Liam could see, and the front and back of the procession vanished amid the dense trees and sloping terrain, rendering their true numbers unknowable. Even more concerning was the intangible atmosphere about them. Where the Occ forces Liam had encountered before had been violent, well-armed, and cruel, there had also been a self-consciousness about them. In hindsight, it had felt as though they had been waiting for permission to exercise their authority.

	These newcomers displayed none of the same reticence. They practically swaggered, carrying their pristine weapons with a professional comfort and seemingly unbothered by the terrain. Though they made no effort to move quietly, they did so anyway. Despite their nearness, Liam could not make out even a sound of their passing.

	Meeting Scott’s eyes, Liam gestured cautiously—first at the Occs, then his eyes, then around at the militiamen. The question was clear.

	Scott shook his head. No, the Occs were not searching for them. It should have been a positive turn of events but the man grimaced. It did not take long for Liam to grasp why. If the Occs were not searching for them, then they were headed elsewhere.

	Namely, the very crossing that was their own destination.

	Now, as always, the waiting was pure agony. Liam’s heart pounded as the column of Occs continued to pass by. And with each passing minute, his dread grew more intense. There seemed to be no end to the soldiers. Hundreds marched along in an endless stream, more souls than Liam had ever seen in one place. More than he’d seen in his entire life. It felt, for all the world, as though the entirety of the occupied territories had been displaced before his very eyes.

	When at last the tail end of the Occ convoy appeared and then disappeared, it was Scott who breathed the most emphatic sigh of relief. He looked over, to the far end of the camp, and Liam quickly grasped the reason. Julie lay upon her bedroll, pale-faced and holding the mercifully silent Morgan against her chest. Her shoulders trembled and she made a weak attempt at a smile as they returned Scott’s gaze.

	They remained in hiding for several minutes longer. When at last Scott rose shakily to his feet, the rest of the militiamen did likewise. Liam too, staggered upright, wincing at the ache in his legs and back. Jenn and Kathryn remained at his side, silent and waiting.

	“They’re heading to the bridge, aren’t they?” he asked in a whisper.

	Scott turned slightly, not quite looking at him. He nodded silently.

	“How are we going to cross?” Liam asked.

	Scott sighed, bowing his head and stroking the barrel of his rifle with a thumb.

	“We’re not,” he said, at last. “That was at least two companies. Regulars, not conscripts. And I imagine they’ve got more coming from the north. Even if we had ten times as many men, there’s no way we’d even get close.”

	“Is there anywhere else?” Liam said. “Another bridge?”

	“Not nearby,” Scott said. He sighed, fidgeting distractedly, and Liam noticed several of the nearby militiamen eyeing their commander from the corner of their eyes. “But there’s a bigger problem. This crossing is nothing special. There’s nothing of value on the other side. But there’s no reason for the Occs to be sending reinforcements here unless they’re planning to cross. And our forces hold the other side.”

	Liam’s sense of dread returned, bolstered by the memory of the casual professionalism of the passing soldiers. He didn’t want to know the answer, but the question reached his lips unbidden.

	“What does that mean?” he asked.

	“It means they’re ready to fight. And I’d bet my left nut that every bridge from here to the basin has just as many Occs stationed there.”

	Scott’s words hung in the air, heavy and oppressive. Then, after a long moment of silence, he looked up and stared squarely at Liam for the first time that day.

	“Can you swim?” he asked.

	It was not a joke.

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	A pronounced weariness hung over everything and everyone as the convoy departed an hour after sunrise. Though never given to much conversation, the lack of smiles or even whispers was painfully obvious, even to Liam who rarely noticed such things. As a result, those rare instances when the depressed atmosphere was broken stood out even more in his mind.

	Even so, it was not until midday that he made any attempts at levity.

	“I can’t swim,” Liam admitted.

	Scott snorted and turned slightly to gaze at him from the corner of his eye.

	“Figures,” he said. Sighing, the man returned his attention to the river flowing quickly in front of them.

	Liam did likewise, struggling to ignore the hopeless dread growing in his gut. The river—the Tennessee, Scott had called it—was far, far broader than anything he had imagined. Its water was a dark, murky brown and stretched wide enough he had to squint to make out the individual trees crowding the opposite bank.

	There would be no swimming it.

	Fortunately, Scott was not frozen in the face of the river. He glanced around, spotted Jenn, and waved her over.

	She came, crouching at Liam’s side and taking his hand with a gentle grin. No sooner had she done so than Kathryn, apparently bored with climbing and feeling left out, descended to straddle a nearby branch. She made no sound, but scowled slightly as she ruffled Liam’s hair with a foot.

	Scott ignored her in favor of Jenn.

	“We need to cross,” he said. “Can you make a raft?”

	“A raft?”

	Scott mouthed something that was probably a curse and launched into an explanation of what he was looking for. Jenn’s brow furrowed as she listened but she was already shaking her head by the time he finished.

	“It won’t work,” she said quietly. “If you cut the wood like that, it’ll be too damaged for me to control.”

	“What about vines?” Scott pressed her. “If I can get the wood to float, can you hold it together long enough to cross?”

	Jenn fidgeted as she considered the matter. Her fingers tightened around Liam’s.

	“Maybe,” she said, at last. “I think so.”

	Scott nodded. “Good. How about if—”

	“Boat.”

	The single word, growled by one of the militiamen on lookout, took a moment to register. The instant it did, it sparked a flurry of frantic, less-than-stealthy movement. Scott and Liam threw themselves into the concealment of nearby trees, Jenn hauled herself up into the shroud of leaves above, and even Kathryn shifted into a readier position on her chosen perch.

	The ensuing silence was tense and Liam was gratified to discover his fear was manageable. Peering out around the curve of the trunk, he cradled his rifle.

	And waited.

	The boat moved silently downstream, surprisingly graceful for a large vessel. A half-dozen men stood around on deck, carrying rifles and eyeing the riverbanks on either side with the efficiency of long practice. Several more were seated, steering and propelling the boat with long oars. These appeared ridiculously undersized to Liam’s eyes, but perhaps this was the point. The men worked deftly, and the boat drifted along without even a sound of disturbed water.

	“Runners,” whispered a man to Scott’s left. He patted his rifle and lifted his brows questioningly.

	Scott shook his head, then turned to regard Liam with a grimly serious expression.

	“Keep out of sight,” he said.

	Breathing deeply, Scott slung his rifle over his shoulder and stepped out of his hiding place. Before any of the men on the boat could spot him, he lifted his fingers to his lips and whistled loudly.

	The sailors reacted quickly. Several of the armed men dropped to their knees, rifles at the ready. Two others—the leaders, Liam assumed—began to converse quickly at the helm. Then, in a matter of seconds, they issued orders that Liam could not hear and the boat began angling toward them.

	“Let’s pray this works,” Scott muttered, quietly enough that only Liam and the man nearest Scott on the opposite side could possibly have heard him.

	Despite the boat’s size, the oarsmen managed to bring the vessel to a standstill approximately twenty yards from the shore. They remained at their posts, dropping their oars occasionally to keep from drifting with the current. The riflemen, however, shifted with each small adjustment, ensuring no fewer than three of them had clear lines of sight. They remained ready, fingers on triggers, even as a man in a long, tattered coat made his way to the forefront.

	“Wèi?” the man called. His voice was quiet, just loud enough to reach them without carrying. Then, he leaned forward and squinted at Scott. “Or should that be howdy?”

	“Either is fine,” Scott replied. “I’m looking to cross.”

	The captain nodded and eyed the trees. Though Liam was fairly confident the man could not see him hidden amongst the leafy undergrowth, he couldn’t shake the sensation that the man was counting.

	“How many?” the captain asked.

	Scott hesitated, just for a heartbeat but long enough that Liam cringed.

	“A few,” he said. “How much for two dozen?”

	“Whatcha got?”

	“I can spare a few rifles,” Scott said. “I also have bits, if you prefer.”

	The captain shook his head. “Be too long ‘fore I can check em. Got any ammo?”

	“None that I can spare.”

	The captain muttered something over his shoulder to a man Liam couldn’t see. It was a moment before the man spoke again.

	“Two dozen makes a’least two trips. M’trying to get south ‘fore everything goes to shit. Reckon you got anything else?”

	Again, Scott hesitated. Then he sighed.

	“Give me a second to check.” Stepping back from his exposed position, he glanced at Liam and Sessions, then jerked his head to indicate they should follow. Liam did so, fighting the urge to glance over his shoulder at the boat as Scott led them safely out of earshot. And, more importantly, out of easy rifle range.

	“What do you think?” Scott asked.

	“Well, we can’t stay here,” Sessions said, speaking first as he often did. “Longer we’re here, the more likely the Occs will stumble onto our trail. I don’t like it any more than you, Lieutenant, but I don’t see we’ve got much of a choice. Could be weeks before more Runners come through, if they come at all.”

	“Runners?” Liam asked, glancing between the men.

	“Smugglers,” Scott explained. “They run guns and ammo downriver. Sell to both sides. Normally, the Occs leave them alone since they need the supplies as badly as we do. But with everything going on, the Runners will probably dock and wait for things to quiet down.”

	“What about the raft?” Liam said. “Jenn could get us across.”

	“Or she could dump us in the middle of the river,” Sessions noted sourly. He ignored the scathing look Liam sent his way, though he pursed his lips and looked away when Scott eyed him warningly.

	“She probably could,” Scott said, in a somewhat conciliatory tone. “But using the Runners would be much, much faster. And honestly, I’m not sure how much time we have. I sure as hell don’t want to be trapped in the DMZ when fighting starts. The real problem is payment.”

	As if on cue, an eager call from the river reached them.

	“Hey! Hey, fella!” came the captain’s voice.

	Grumbling, Scott made for the riverbank. And, since he saw no point in returning to his spoiled hiding spot, Liam followed after him. Sessions, too, did likewise.

	“Yeah?” Scott called, even before he’d reached the shore.

	The entire atmosphere aboard the boat had changed. Men crowded the deck’s low railing, whispering among themselves and even the captain seemed to be leaning forward. A broad, hungry grin had replaced his earlier, congenial one.

	“While you was off chatting,” the man said. “I reckon I spied a pretty face tucked away there. Don’tcha know its bad luck bringing a woman on board?”

	Once again, Liam fought the urge to look around. Had the man noticed Jenn or Kathryn hiding? Or had one of the others slipped up?

	“She’s not for sale,” Scott said.

	“Sure, sure,” the captain said, waving a dismissive hand. “I ain’t looking to buy. Just borrow. Let’s say we forget the guns and bits. Each of us takes a turn and we call it square.”

	“Out of the question.”

	“Now, let’s not be hasty! Why don’t—”

	The sound of brush crunching underfoot made Liam whirl, followed a split-second later by Scott and Sessions. Nora walked toward them, head high and hands balled at her sides. She looked straight past Liam and for a brief moment, he thought she was staring the captain down. Instead, it turned out her gaze lingered solely on Scott.

	“Do it,” she whispered.

	Liam started to protest but Nora turned to him, eyes blazing.

	“Don’t,” she said. “Liam… just don’t.”

	He closed his mouth, though that had more to do with his inability to find the right words than it did with Nora’s force of will. It was a difficult feeling to properly explain. He had shared so many precious, intimate moments with Jenn that the prospect of another person treating that experience as a bargaining chip seemed oddly perverse.

	“We can find another way,” Scott said.

	“There’s no time,” Nora said. She exhaled a short, shaky breath. “We need to cross. And I don’t want to gamble with Adam and Morgan.”

	Scott’s shoulders slumped, but he made a valiant effort at a smile. Slowly, he leaned in and kissed Nora’s brow.

	“You’re a saint, kid.”

	Gritting his teeth, Liam turned and marched back to his tree. Once he was out of sight, he gazed up into its branches.

	“Jenn,” he called softly. It was an enormous struggle to keep his voice from turning into a shout.

	Jenn appeared, walking precisely astride one of the thick, lower limbs. Guiding a branch away from her face, she crouched and stared down at him. 

	“Did you hear?” Liam asked.

	Jenn nodded and glanced over her shoulder at the place where Nora stood. When she turned back around, she seemed almost reluctant to meet Liam’s eyes.

	“I heard,” she said.

	“Then do something!” he snapped, surprised by his own fury. “We have to stop her!”

	He felt the stares of the nearby militiamen but made a conscious decision to ignore them. It wasn’t difficult, given the way Jenn still would not look at him.

	“It’s not our place,” she said.

	“The hell it isn’t!” Liam snarled. He wanted to pace, but didn’t dare venture out from behind his tree. As a result, he wound up stamping the ground, repeatedly shouldering and adjusting his rifle. “I can’t believe you’re letting her do this! I thought you were her friend!”

	Jenn recoiled, eyes wide and face looking as though he’d slapped her. Then her expression hardened. Eyes narrowing, she turned and disappeared among the leaves.

	“Jenn?” Liam called out, loudly as he dared. “Jenn, come back.”

	He craned his neck but couldn’t spot her. With a sinking feeling, he looked around at his audience of militiamen. Most did not look at him, but the few that did offered grim, sympathetic smiles or shrugs.

	“Liam?” came a quiet, lilting voice from the spot Jenn had previously occupied. Gradually, Kathryn emerged from the greenery to peer down at him. Her expression was as serious as any he’d yet seen on her, full of concern.

	The first inkling of an idea came to Liam as he stared up the young woman. Her white, makeshift dress hung down past the branch that formed her perch like the tail feathers of some immense bird. Some sort of raptor, he supposed, given how deadly she’d proven herself to be.

	“Problem?” Kathryn asked, cocking her head.

	Liam nodded and stepped close against the trunk. Doing so allowed him an overly intimate glimpse of Kathryn’s thighs—and higher—but he was too focused on the matter at hand to be embarrassed or distracted enough to avert his gaze.

	“That’s right,” he whispered. “There’s a problem. Did you see the men on the boat?”

	Kathryn nodded sagely.

	“They’re going to take us across the river,” he continued. “But then they’re going to hurt Nora.”

	“Bastards?” Kathryn chirped, so earnestly that Liam couldn’t help but smile, despite everything.

	“Bastards,” he agreed. “Can you do something for me?”

	He knew the form of Kathryn’s answer even before she spoke it. Even before the steely glint filled her eyes and she bared a mouthful of wickedly sharp fangs.

	“Fast and strong?” she asked.

	“Soon,” he said. “Not until we’re across. But once we’re across, then yes. I want you to be fast and strong.”

	 

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	The negotiations had concluded swiftly and Liam returned to the beach just in time to hear the last of the details. The Runners would ferry them across in two trips, then anchor on the far shore. Scott would remain on board as a hostage while the men exacted their toll from Nora. Then, once the matter was settled, the two groups would continue on their way.

	Unless Liam had his way, of course.

	There had been no small amount of grumbling from the Runners when the rest of the passengers emerged from hiding. Apparently, more than a few felt cheated upon seeing Jenn, Kathryn, and Julie. That, even more than the barter itself stoked the rage swirling in Liam’s gut. Were the men so foul that they couldn’t be content with abusing a single woman?

	He gripped his rifle in a white-knuckled grip, ready to swing it like a club at the first man who dared lay a finger on Jenn—or Kathryn. Fortunately for all involved, no one tried.

	At the captain’s insistence, most of the militiamen remained behind to compose the second group of passengers. From the furrowing of Scott’s brow, Liam thought the man would refuse. But, after a tense, quiet moment, he simply nodded and gestured quickly at the three militiamen he’d selected to be part of the first crossing. Those men boarded first, wading out into the shallows and hauling themselves aboard without any difficulty.

	Liam followed after them, Kathryn riding astride his shoulders and Nora following in his wake. The water was colder and deeper than he’d expected and he felt a brief moment of panic as it rose to his chin before he’d covered half the distance to the boat. There turned out to be a large sandbar spanning the second half, however, and he was able to continue wading, albeit at a slower pace. 

	Hauled on deck by the militiamen, Liam turned around just in time to see Jenn and Julie enter the river together, each holding one of the woman’s children.

	And it was then that the first signs of trouble began to emerge. Jenn matched Liam’s height rather closely but the two of them practically towered over Julie. As they neared the deepest point, the woman began to struggle to keep Morgan held above the water. She froze as her footing slipped and her swaddled daughter’s feet dipped briefly into the water.

	Liam reached for the railing, intending to help, then noticed Scott beginning to wade out to do likewise. Jenn, however, was faster than either of them. With a quick, unthinking gesture, she reached out with a half-dozen vines to cradle the girl and lift her up.

	An explosion of conversation erupted among the Runners. Liam understood a few astonished curses. Then, nearly as fast as it had begun, the sailors switched to another language—one he recognized but could only partly understand.

	Liam shifted his grip on his rifle and sought Kathryn’s eyes. She was wringing the water out of her dress but must have been alerted by the outbreak of conversation and turned to meet his gaze.

	“Bì zui!”

	At the Captain’s barked command, the conversation ceased. The militiamen onboard exchanged glances but did not include Liam in their silent communication. They did, however, sit up a bit straighter and Liam thought he spotted one casually inspect his rifle.

	Jenn reached the edge of the boat first and, no doubt sensing that further subterfuge was pointless, used her vines to lift Julie and Morgan bodily up on board. She did the same for herself and Adam next, grinning and whispering something in the boy’s ear as he laughed with delight. Once she’d reached the deck, she transferred the boy to his mother’s arms and shook the water from her hair. Gracefully, and seemingly oblivious to the stares aimed her way from every direction, she guided the vines she’d used back into place around her hips and stomach.

	Only then did Jenn seem to take notice of those on board. Her gaze hesitated as it slid past Liam, then settled on Nora. She seated herself on the woman’s other side, despite there being space enough for her to sit between them. She did not speak, but chose instead to wrap a slender arm around her back. Somehow, the gesture seemed to convey infinitely more.

	“Suànle, boys,” the captain said loudly. “Let’s get this tub turned ‘round!”

	Trying to keep his face outwardly calm and emotionless, Liam turned away from Jenn and Nora. Grabbing Kathryn, whose determined expression suggested she’d been about to try balancing on the ship’s low, narrow railing, he pulled her down to sit beside him.

	“Blood-secret,” he said.

	Kathryn’s indignation at having her fun spoiled vanished instantly. Her brows rose dramatically and she even glanced around at the sailors busying themselves with carrying out the captain’s orders.

	“Now?” she asked. “Blood-secret now?”

	Liam nodded. Bracing the butt of his rifle against the deck, he leaned against it and angled his head to expose his neck. It was the most convenient position, of course, but more importantly, it kept him from having to see the looks Jenn and Nora sent his way.

	“Now,” he said.

	Scooting closer, Kathryn maneuvered herself half into his lap and bit down. Now, as always, her teeth sent a sharp thrill of pain lancing out through Liam’s shoulder. This time, however, he did not allow himself to react to it. If anything, he welcomed the ache, accepting it as nothing but the first hint of the pain he would pass on to the Runners when the time came.

	As the boat turned, Liam’s eyes found Scott standing on the beach. The man’s expression was mostly unreadable but Liam could just make out the journey his eyes took. He looked from Liam, to Kathryn, and then back.

	Then he nodded.

	The crossing took both less time than Liam expected and far more. Though the Runners were practiced enough to make the trip without even a single order from their captain, he hadn’t expected the nausea the slight unsteadiness of the boat would bring. Though he never felt the urge to vomit, he did wind up closing his eyes and breathing deeply to keep his stomach from churning. The lack of stimuli, however, left his mind free to seize upon the warm pressure of Kathryn’s lips on his neck and the sound of her feasting.

	It was a rather hypnotic sensation and it was not until Liam felt a hand on his shoulder that he realized they’d reached the opposite bank. He turned, expecting to find Nora and instead discovered one of Jenn’s vines touching him. 

	Nora sat in the same spot as always, her head slightly bowed and her eyes unfocused. Her hands were clasped tightly in front of her, trembling and glistening with nervous sweat. Her brow was in much the same state, locks of auburn hair clinging to her face.

	“Nora,” Liam said. 

	He had no sooner spoken her name than Jenn’s vine bore down, silencing him. She met his eyes across Nora’s hunched shoulders and silently shook her head.

	Liam was about to protest when a sudden throb of pain in his shoulder brought him back to reality. He turned and tapped Kathryn’s back. At once, her fangs withdrew from the meat of his neck and he felt her tongue begin to lap eagerly at the rapidly healing wounds. In seconds, they had closed and she drew back to stare up at him.

	Kathryn giggled quietly and swayed slightly as if drunk. Her lips and teeth were stained red and there was a palpable excitement to her that had been muted before. She seemed to be shaking equal to Nora, though with a nervous energy that contrasted with the other’s fear.

	“Fast and strong?” she whispered, clinging to Liam’s sleeve. “Soon? Liam, soon?”

	“Soon,” he promised her.

	Liam stood, then wobbled in a fit of unexpected lightheadedness. If not for his rifle, he might have fallen. But before he could risk another step, Kathryn was again at his side. Slipping an arm around his back, she supported him until the feeling passed.

	He spent that moment gazing across the river. The far bank was now a distant smudge of brown amidst much darker browns and greens. And though he could still make out the shape of Scott waiting, the man had faded to a man-shaped speck he could never have identified under other circumstances.

	The militiamen on board were now lined up along the shore-facing rail, scouring the woods with their rifles. Liam’s cheeks warmed with embarrassment at his lapse and fumbled with his rifle to follow suit. Before he had a chance, however, Julie appeared and stopped him with a steadying hand.

	“Don’t bother, kid,” she said. Then, ever-so-slightly louder, “We good to go ashore?”

	“Don’t see anything,” replied the nearest of the militiamen. “You guys should be good. We’ll cover from here.”

	Julie blew out a breath and gave Liam’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze before moving on. She didn’t have to go far, however, since Jenn had already risen to meet her. Even without being asked, Jenn pulled Adam into her arms and began unraveling her vines to convey them over the side. Julie, on the other hand, waited until she could confirm the shallowness of the water and then followed after, Morgan tucked securely against her chest.

	Liam waited until both women had begun wading toward the shore, then turned his attention back to Nora. To his surprise, Kathryn had wrapped the woman in a clumsy embrace. She seemed to be trying to transfer some of her newfound energy through energetic whispering, and astonishingly, it actually seemed to be working. A thin, bemused smile had appeared on Nora’s face and she actually laughed once, under her breath, as she tried to extract herself from the young woman’s grip.

	Meeting Liam’s eyes, Nora indicated Kathryn and then jerked her head toward the riverbank.

	Liam nodded with understanding and stepped forward to pry her off. Before he’d gone more than a step, however, something heavy slammed into him from behind. He staggered, started to fall, then found that he could not. A ferocious, burning pressure spread through his chest a second later and he thought, irrationally, that Kathryn had bitten him between the shoulder blades.

	But, she had not. And glancing down a second later, Liam spotted the reason for his error. The blood-soaked tip of a long hunting knife protruded through the front of his chest. Its tip had not torn his shirt, but instead found one of the small bullet holes created by the earlier firefight with the Occs.

	Nora’s scream split the air.

	Liam stumbled again. This time, he did manage to fall, landing hard on his knees. Even as the wounds began to heal, he turned. His stomach sank at the sight that greeted him, so pronouncedly that he nearly thought he’d been stabbed again.

	The Runners had waited until the opportune moment to strike. The three militiamen had been thrown overboard, their bodies hitting the water after a heartbeat’s pause. From the blood coating the knives of the sailors standing where they’d previously stood, they would not be getting up. The immediate threats tended to, the other Runners had now stepped up. Several joined the knife-wielders at the rail, rifles trained on Jenn, Julie, and the children they carried. Three more, led by the captain, were making their way toward the bow.

	Grimacing, Liam rose to intercept them. He tried to raise his rifle but his strength was still returning and he settled for tucking it readily against the crook of his shoulder. The captain paused, frowning and glancing at the former oarsman who’d driven his knife into Liam’s back.

	He didn’t have to say anything. Looking just as bewildered as the captain, the man lifted his knife and indicated the blood that coated it, as if to protest that he’d done his part.

	“You got a pair on you, fella,” the captain said as he turned back to Liam. “Guess you’re one of them weirdos too, huh?”

	Liam didn’t reply, except to brace himself and aim his rifle at the man.

	The captain’s scowl deepened and he gestured sharply at the riflemen targeting Jenn and Julie. The women had angled themselves to shield the children.

	“You must really hate kids, huh?” the captain growled. “Go ahead. See what happens.”

	Liam tried not to react. And, in his defense, his expression did not. His eyes, however, flickered toward the women in the water.

	It was all the evidence the captain needed. Stalking forward, the man reached out and grabbed the barrel of Liam’s rifle and slowly pulled it from his hands.

	“Smart,” the captain said.

	“What do you want?” Liam asked. Without meaning to, he glanced at Jenn a second time. 

	As he’d feared, she was too far from the boat for her vines to be any use. If she’d been closer, he could have waited for her to ambush the riflemen, then use the chaos to pounce alongside Kathryn. But, under the circumstances, he couldn’t take the risk. While Kathryn could no doubt handle the crew on her own, there was no guarantee that he could reach those in the water in time to heal their inevitable wounds.

	“What do I want?” the captain echoed. He seemed legitimately perplexed by the question. 

	Without warning, he lunged and used the butt of his stolen rifle to bludgeon Liam squarely between the legs.

	Liam doubled over, clutching himself as a wave of pain and nausea struck him. It faded almost immediately, but the memory of it lingered far after the sensation had passed. Evidently, the part of his enhancement that enabled him to virtually shrug off knife and bullet wounds did not maintain its potency when dealing with matters below the belt.

	“I want some damned respect!” the captain snarled. He seized Liam by the hair and yanked his head upright. “You soldier boys come swaggering through, acting like the fucking ground ought to thank you for walking on it. Hell, the Occs treat us better than you lot!”

	Liam grimaced, grabbing the captain’s wrists and struggling to relieve the pressure on his scalp. It was a losing battle; the man’s forearms were like iron. And, as if mocking him, he spotted his own, desperate reflection in the man’s oversized belt buckle. It depicted a pair of crossed anchors, forming a cross that perfectly quartered Liam’s features.

	He twisted in the man’s grip, trying to escape the sight of his reflection and catch Jenn’s eye, instead. Something deep in his gut promised that if he could only see her, he would instinctively know what to do.

	“Look at me when I’m talking to you!” the captain roared.

	Liam’s legs turned to water and he sagged. He continued to clutch the captain’s wrist, no longer trying to free himself, but instead merely hold himself aloft. His heart pounded, a sudden irrational fear making his every movement a flustered twitch.

	Stupid. Stupid. It was so stupid! He’d destroyed the Institute. How could words still do this to him?

	Liam squirmed, no longer seeking Jenn’s face, but rather Kathryn’s. To hell with it all! He was out of options! He’d do what he could and deal with the consequences later.

	“Kat!” he yelped, the pain in his scalp constricting his throat and making his words jump an octave. “Fast and—”

	A gentle hand settled on Liam’s shoulder and the fingers gripping his hair loosened suddenly. Dropping to the deck, he immediately scrambled backward and climbed to his feet.

	Nora stood before the captain, head no longer bowed. Instead, she moved with the smooth, graceful confidence of one who knows exactly what they’re doing.

	“Put down the guns, Captain,” she said, quietly enough that Liam could barely hear her, despite being only a few feet away. “You don’t need them.”

	The man bristled. “You don’t tell me what I—”

	His harsh words ended suddenly as Nora reached out to grasp him through the front of his trousers. She stroked him there a moment, then cocked her head and chuckled so earnestly that Liam could not even conceive of it being an act.

	“Don’t tell you what you need?” Nora teased. “Even when it’s obvious?”

	For a few seconds, warring emotions played out across the captain’s face. Eventually, he settled on one and a wicked smirk spread from cheek to cheek. He gestured casually and the riflemen at the rail lowered their weapons. They did not stow them, of course, but merely relaxed and waited.

	“Alright, bitch,” the captain said. “Let’s see how good you are.”

	He started to reach for Nora but she immediately pulled back out of reach. Before he could lash out, however, she laughed again and stepped back into arms reach—then further. Pressing herself against the captain’s chest, Nora writhed a moment, and then sank slowly to her knees. Her hands trailed across the man’s trousers, exploring him from knees to hips.

	Then, in a single, effortless motion, Nora unbuckled his belt. She did it so seductively that Liam did not even realize what she was doing until the buckle reached her lips.

	Nora turned, met Liam’s eye for the briefest instant, and delivered a long, purposeful lick across the surface of the buckle. Standing, she tossed the metal disc toward the sailors at the opposite end of the boat. And then, before anyone could even think of stopping her, she turned and flung herself over the side of the boat and into the water.

	“The hell?” barked the captain.

	Liam couldn’t help it. He laughed, then side-stepped to place himself between Kathryn and Nora’s parting gift.

	“Kat,” he said calmly. “Fast and str—”

	The buckle exploded.

	 

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	Liam grunted as he climbed to his feet. His ears were ringing and it took him a moment to comprehend the carnage in front of him.

	Kathryn hadn’t needed a moment; the Runners lay dead or dying on the deck of the slowly capsizing boat. Those who’d been caught in the initial explosion were easy to identify by their scorched limbs, or lack thereof. And yet, Kathryn’s victims were no less recognizable. A half-dozen corpses littered the deck, throats slashed and faces contorted with shock, pain, and fear.

	Kathryn crouched at the shattered stern, back turned. At the sound of Liam’s rising, she turned and hurriedly tiptoed his way, avoiding the bodies and spreading pools of blood. Her hands and cheeks were flecked with blood, but miraculously, there was not a speck of the stuff on her dress.

	“Liam!” she said excitedly. “Fast! So fast! Did see?”

	He started to answer when the boat lurched violently and began to tip. Even standing with one foot on the rail, Liam’s ankles were immediately dunked in the river. Hastily scooping up his rifle to avoid losing it in the rising water, he gave Kathryn and the Runners a final glance.

	“Yeah,” he lied. “I saw. Let’s go, Kat.”

	Kathryn was already a step ahead of him. Letting out an unstealthy whoop, she leapt feet-first into the water. Rolling his eyes, Liam followed after her in silence.

	The already-murky water had taken on a fiendish shade of maroon by the time Liam found his footing and began wading ashore. From the corner of his eye, he could see unmoving shapes bobbing in the shallows. Whether Runners or militiamen, he never discovered. He avoided looking at them, choosing instead to observe Kathryn’s progress ahead of him. Then, as she dragged herself from the water, his attention turned more broadly to those waiting on the narrow, muddy flat.

	Julie knelt at the forefront, carefully positioned between her son and the grotesqueries on and around the sinking boat. She had busied herself wringing the water from his trousers. Nora, Jenn, and the newly arrived Kathryn stood a few feet removed, each tending to their own needs. Jenn had momentarily transferred Morgan to Nora’s arms and was carefully adjusting her waterlogged armor. The child had begun to fuss and so Nora did not even notice Liam’s attempts to meet her eye.

	That, at least, he had in common with Kathryn. The petite woman turned from face to face with the expectant brightness of one anticipating praise. Receiving none, she scowled and trotted toward Liam as he stepped, dripping, onto dry land.

	Grinning, he reached out and ruffled her hair. Wet as it was, it remained a damp, indelicate mess that suited her perfectly.

	“Good job,” he said.

	A thought occurred to him then and he spun. Squinting, he gazed across the river and tried to make out the details of the other side.

	Where Scott had once stood, there was now only empty shoreline.

	“He just left,” Jenn said softly. She still did not look at him, but stared across the water with an unreadable expression. “That was loud enough for the Occs to hear. I’m sure Scott will find another place to cross. Or we can come back to get him once things quiet down.”

	Liam nodded instinctively but continued staring across the river. The longer he did so, the greater the guilt and sense of foreboding weighed on him. It wasn’t the first time he’d been separated from Scott, but it was the first time he hadn’t had a clue when they would reunite. Worse still, three of Scott’s men were dead because of him. Perhaps if he’d objected more strongly, they—

	“Liam.”

	Jenn’s voice broke through his introspection and he turned. Jenn was looking at him, finally, but her eyes were cold and resolute, rather than comforting.

	“We need to go,” Jenn said.

	“Where?” he asked, slinging his rifle over his shoulder.

	It was not Jenn who answered him, but Julie.

	“North,” she said. “It’s only about a day’s walk to New Lewville. That’s the first place Scott will look for us.”

	Liam looked around but found no one offering a contrary opinion. Jenn had gone back to adjusting the vines that made up the bulk of her armor. Nora held Morgan and waited calmly at Julie’s side. Kathryn played with her knives.

	“North it is then,” Liam said.

	 

	***

	 


Though trudging through the woods wearing damp clothes and waterlogged boots was unpleasant for Liam, his discomfort was nothing compared to that of the others. His blisters healed instantly, but within a few hours, he was wincing in sympathy as Nora and Julie limped along the narrow game trails.

	They did not stop, however, until Nora tripped and only just avoided crashing to the ground with Morgan still in her arms.

	“I’m sorry!” Nora yelped, her voice hoarse with horror at the near-accident. “I’m so sorry!”

	Julie said nothing as she helped Nora back onto her feet and gently but insistently took her daughter back.

	“We need to stop,” she announced, glancing in Liam’s direction. “We’re all tired and I need to feed this one.”

	It took Liam a moment to break free of the fog that always overtook him during long marches. After a quick glance around to ensure they were not overly exposed, he nodded and stretched.

	“Good idea,” he said. “We could stop here for the night, if we need to. I’ll—” Liam trailed off as Jenn hauled herself up into the trees without warning. He grabbed for his rifle, startled enough by her unexpected flight to bring on a burst of adrenaline. But there was no danger; the woods remained as quiet and empty as before.

	Silence settled in the wake of Jenn’s departure and Liam gritted his teeth as he noticed Nora and Julie exchanging glances. Kathryn, too, looked around in confusion.

	“Say, kid,” Julie said in a forcedly casual tone. “Don’t suppose I could trouble you for a bit of blood, could I?”

	“Sure,” he muttered. The distraction was a welcome one. 

	Making his way toward her, Liam rolled up one sleeve and waved Kathryn over. She obliged happily, nipping his forearm in the indicated spot, then watching hungrily as he massaged the area around the wound until blood welled.

	Seated on the leaf-strewn ground, Julie kicked off her boots and drew up her shirt to nurse Morgan. Without looking at Liam, she lifted a hand, smeared her fingertips through the blood, and began to massage the stuff onto her blistered heels.

	“Weirdest fucking thing I’ve ever done,” she said, shuddering. Then, after a moment, she sighed and relaxed. “But damn if that doesn’t feel great.”

	Liam turned to Nora next, offering his already healed arm and indicating the remnants of his blood. The woman fidgeted, then nervously accepted his offer and followed Julie’s example. She offered Liam a brief smile and bobbed her head in thanks.

	He did not return the gesture, instead turning to gaze up into the green canopy overhead. He couldn’t see Jenn, but he trusted her wisdom enough to know she wouldn’t have gone far.

	“You should go apologize,” Julie said, quietly.

	Grumbling, Liam folded his arms and continued staring upward. He had a fairly good idea what he’d done to upset Jenn, but her sudden sulkiness had left him feeling belligerent.

	“I don’t even know what I did this time,” he lied.

	“Men usually don’t,” Julie said. She snorted. “Go do it anyway, would you? I’m hungry.”

	Sighing, he pulled the rifle from his shoulder and handed it to Julie. At her surprised expression, he offered a thin smile and a weary shrug.

	“You’re a better shot than I am, anyway,” he said.

	Julie eyed him for a moment before smirking.

	“You’re damn right I am,” she said.

	It took several minutes of frustrating conversation to impress upon Kathryn that, no, she should not climb up after him. Eventually, however, Liam accomplished it and he began the long, unsteady climb up into the grove’s upper reaches. The sea of greens and browns made a maze of navigation and so he did not see Jenn until he had climbed nearly ten feet above her.

	Jenn sat on a thick, sparsely leafed limb, her legs stretched out along it and only a single vine securing her waist to the nearby limbs. She gazed numbly into space, running her fingers along one of the bark plates that formed her helmet. It sat in her lap, tiny fronds and leaves squirming and stretching toward her hand with each pass of her fingers.

	Liam almost called out to her, then thought better of it. He descended slowly, moving carefully to avoid losing his footing. Strangely, the climb down made his stomach churn in a way that ascending had not.

	“Jenn?” he called softly, when at last they were level. “Can I talk to you?”

	She stiffened at the sound of his voice, eyes snapping towards him. Then she looked away, just as sharply. After a long moment of tense silence, she shrugged.

	“I’m sorry,” Liam said. “I’m sorry if I hurt you. I don’t know exactly what—”

	“I thought you were her friend,” Jenn said, interrupting. There was an odd quality to her voice and it took Liam a moment to realize she’d thrown his words back at him.

	He sighed.

	“I was upset,” he explained. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

	“You should,” Jenn snapped. She folded her arms over her chest, pinning her helmet between her knees and her forearms. “You were right. I was ready to do it. I was going to let them rape her.”

	“What?” he said.

	Jenn hunched her shoulders and hid her face against her arms. From there, she peeked out at Liam with a single, haunted eye.

	“I was going to do it,” she continued. “I was ready. I convinced myself that it was her life, or ours. And I was going to pay that price if it meant getting us across the river.”

	Liam had nothing to say to that. He sat in silence a moment, then maneuvered to a more secure seat and gave Jenn’s vine-wrapped arm a gentle squeeze.

	“It’s not your fault,” he said. “The Occs—”

	“The Occs think like that,” Jenn said, giving no indication she’d even heard his attempt at reassurance. She hugged herself tighter. “You remember it, don’t you? People were just another resource, like food or ammo.”

	“I remember.”

	“I don’t want to think like that.” She gazed at him, eyes pleading. “I don’t want to be like them.”

	“You’re not,” Liam snapped. He leaned precariously, bracing himself against a stray branch, and dragged Jenn’s chin to face him fully. “Jenn, listen to me. You’re nothing like them.”

	Jenn scoffed under her breath but also smiled faintly as she reached for Liam’s hand. Though she pulled it away from her chin, she continued to clutch it desperately. She ran her fingers over his larger ones, over and over.

	“You’re sweet,” she murmured. Then, even more softly, asked, “Hold me?”

	Liam moved to oblige her. Then, without warning, his foot slipped. He had just enough time to squawk in dismay before the world turned upside down and he fell.

	Fortunately, he didn’t fall far. Even in her emotionally vulnerable state, Jenn proved her merit. Her vines lashed toward him, seizing his leg and arresting his fall after only a few feet. Unfortunately, she wasn’t quite fast enough to keep him from bashing his head on the trunk.

	Grunting, Liam blinked away stars. He was so disoriented by the sudden blow that it took him several seconds to recognize Jenn had hauled him back up to her level. She kept him inverted, too, and judging by her smirk, deliberately.

	“You could have just said no,” she teased.

	“Thanks,” Liam said. He reached for a branch, intending to regain his footing. Before his fingers could even brush the bark, however, Jenn swung him away from it. She beamed at him.

	“Jenn,” he growled.

	“What?”

	“Put me down.”

	She made a show of considering the request, then shrugged with mock indecisiveness. With a flick of her fingers, she brought him closer and coiled a second vine around his other leg.

	“I could,” she said. “But where’s the fun in that?”

	Jenn trailed her fingers up his chest and across his stomach, pulling the perforated shirt free of his trousers and allowing it to pool around his collar. Exploring the perfect skin beneath, she leaned in and kissed him gently, just below—or above, as it was—his ribs.

	“Jenn,” Liam repeated. “I’m not sure… I don’t think this is the best time.”

	She flinched, pulling back as if stung. After a moment’s hesitation, she gestured and used several more vines to flip him the right way. Guiding him back to a sturdy spot on one of the nearby branches, she waited until he had his footing secured and then averted her eyes as her vines withdrew.

	“Right,” she said. “Of course.”

	“Julie said she was hungry,” he said. “Do you think you could grow something for her?”

	Jenn nodded but continued to look away as she retracted her vines and tucked them back into their assigned places in her armor. Even once this task was complete she did not meet Liam’s eyes.

	“Sorry,” she said.

	Liam shook his head. 

	“Don’t be,” he said. “I want you too. Just… let’s wait until later.”

	Jenn nodded and offered a small, insincere smile.

	“Okay,” she said.

	 

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	Jenn had already gone to work by the time Liam managed to reach the ground. She had cleared the moss and leaves away from a small patch of dirt and knelt at the center of it. Her palms were flat against the ground and a small, green twig sprouted visibly in the gap between her thumbs. Nora and Julie, along with the latter’s children, had gathered around and watched with interest. Even Kathryn, though she did not draw near, watched from the lowest branches of a nearby tree.

	Liam was doubly grateful for the distraction. Although he had seen Jenn gather fruit from the finished product before, he’d never actually gotten the chance to see the process from start to finish. Plus, the lack of eyes on him gave him the chance to wipe the copious sweat that had coated his palms during the climb down from the tree.

	Jenn panted as she continued to force the tree to grow. It did not appear to be a particularly large sort, judging by the leaves, but the sprout was almost comically small. And yet, even before it reached Liam’s waist, its many branches had begun to erupt with pink-on-white blossoms. And then, within moments, green, unripe fruit.

	At the sight of the produce, Liam’s stomach growled and he suddenly realized how very hungry he was. Still, he did not crowd around the undersized tree as the others did. Instead, he held back and waited until Jenn had politely excused herself.

	“Good job,” he said softly as she wandered his way.

	Jenn looked at him as though he had lost his mind.

	“It’s what I’m good for,” she said.

	“I mean it,” he said, frowning. “Without you, we all would’ve starved to death by now. Me, Scott, Kathryn, Julie, her children… all of us. We’re only here because of you. So, thank you.”

	Jenn continued to stare at him as if expecting some punchline. Then she glanced at the half-empty fruit tree.

	“You should get some food,” she said.

	“I’m not hungry,” he lied.

	“Sleep, then. I can keep watch.”

	“Come with me,” he said. Reaching over, he took her hand. “I’ll even let you use the vines again.”

	Jenn’s familiar smirk returned, but only for a heartbeat.

	“I thought you said later?”

	“It is later. Besides, you’ve earned it.”

	“Oh, so it’s a matter of earning it?” Jenn glanced at the others a second time. “We can’t go far.”

	“I’ll be quiet.”

	Jenn snorted and shook her head, but allowed herself to be drawn into Liam’s arms. Then, after a moment, she wrapped her own around him in a cautious, tender embrace. Kissing his cheek, she leaned in to whisper directly into his ear.

	“No, you won’t,” she promised him.

	 

	***

	 


Liam stumbled as Jenn shoved him. Ordinarily, he would have been able to catch himself, but a slender vine hooked around his ankle and sent him crashing to the ground. He grunted as he landed, twisting to face her a moment too late.

	Jenn’s vines erupted from her like the innumerable arms of some creature from a nightmare. Several restrained him, pinning his arms and legs to the dirt, while others gagged him and drew his tattered shirt up to his collar. Still others attended to her, peeling back the layers of her armor until she stood bare before him. Only then did the last of the vines fall uselessly away, leaving only the barest remnants to hold him down.

	Staring up at the woman before him, Liam was nearly overcome by a sudden wave of emotion. His life had changed so much in the last few months, it was unthinkable. He’d gone from a prisoner, wishing for death, to a free man. And, equally life-changing, he’d found Jenn.

	No matter what happened, he knew he would be okay as long as she was with him.

	“I love you,” he said—or tried to. The vines covering his mouth muffled the words, but his message must have been clear enough.

	The fierce, hungry look in Jenn’s eyes faded a bit and she dropped slowly to her knees. Reaching out she cupped his cheek and stared deep into his eyes.

	“Good,” she said.

	Stretching out alongside him, Jenn trailed a hand down Liam’s chest. Her fingers moved slowly, exploring his pale, unmarked skin with unmistakable purpose. That purpose was made explicit a moment later as she reached the threshold of his trousers and gently drew them open. She tugged them downward. And then, with a low, throaty chuckle, she grasped him.

	Liam groaned into his gag, arching his back and thrusting his hips against the silky temptation of Jenn’s palm.

	She chuckled again, adjusting her grip to minimize the contact. Her fingernails alone caressed the underside of his member, wandering from base to tip with a wavelike motion.

	“Someone is impatient,” she murmured.

	Liam grunted in agreement, bucking urgently against his lover’s touch. And yet, despite his obvious need, Jenn made no move to satisfy him. She continued to tease, feigning as if to grasp him, then allowing her fingers to melt away before he could savor the friction.

	A sudden burst of laughter in the distance made Liam freeze. He started to sit up, worried that they’d not gone far enough, only to have Jenn’s vines tighten around his mouth and drag his head back down.

	“Relax,” she whispered. Bearing down with a single finger, she stroked him firmly down the length of his shaft. Yet not even the heat her touch brought to his cheeks could drown out her words. “Nobody can see us. You’re safe. So look at me.”

	Liam did precisely that. He gazed up at Jenn, drinking in the amused curve of her lips, the crinkling at the corners of her eyes, and the stray lock of dark hair plastered to her brow by sweat. And then, when a flush of embarrassment heated the woman’s cheeks, he allowed his eyes to travel down her neck to less familiar sights.

	Jenn sighed, but it was not an unhappy sound. She wiggled closer, pressing her breasts against Liam’s chest and angling her head to block his view of his lower half.

	“You like looking at me, don’t you?” she purred.

	Something in her eyes told Liam there was more to the question than was immediately obvious. Unable to speak, he could only nod.

	Grinning, Jenn clapped a hand over his eyes and shifted. A second later, he felt the familiar, comfortable weight of her body settle against his hips. The warmth of her sex rested against his member, already preparing to yield to his rigidity.

	“Good,” Jenn whispered. “Then I want you to keep your eyes closed.”

	Liam longed to disobey, to stare up at Jenn and enjoy the sight of her writhing atop him. But he could hardly refuse her such a request. He closed his eyes, forcing them to remain shut even when Jenn’s fingers pulled away.

	Shifting, Jenn delicately angled him against her slick folds. He throbbed in her grasp, longing to fight against his bonds and thrust firmly up into her body. His refusal to do so was rewarded an instant later, as Jenn moaned and sank slowly down onto his cock.

	Liam gasped and went stiff in more ways than one. The tight, warm embrace of Jenn’s body momentarily stunned him, as it always did, and he could do nothing more than pant until she began to move. Slowly at first, then with increasing vigor, Jenn rocked against him. Her insides caressed him, purposefully squeezing and milking his erection with each fresh repetition.

	Straining against the vines that held him down, Liam did his best to meet Jenn’s thrusts with his own. After everything that the last two days had held, it was a relief to allow his mind to go blank and to simply lose himself in the sensations. Swallowed up by the heat of Jenn’s cunt, he could forget about the men he’d killed, the men he’d watched die, and the additional losses his future undoubtedly held. Soon, the sounds of their coupling filled the air, sloppy, wet, and punctuated with soft, eager cries.

	Jenn’s fingers dug into the meat of his chest, holding him down as her hips ground against his, more and more enthusiastically. He could feel her insides flutter around him, hinting at the nearness of her climax. That suspicion was reinforced a moment later as Jenn pitched forward and began to squirm against the base of his shaft. He could feel the coarse hair of her mound on his as she hunted for some longed-for pleasure.

	“Liam!” Jenn moaned suddenly, her voice hoarse. “Fast and strong!”

	Liam’s eyes snapped open in sudden horror. 

	But no, his fears had not been realized; it was still Jenn astride him. Her mouth hung open and her eyes sparkled in amusement at her successful joke. She laughed once, loud and clear, but the rest of her laughter turned to a moan as her climax overtook her. Biting her lip, she shuddered and whimpered with delight. All the while, her hips continued to writhe atop him, eking out every last bit of pleasure from her peak.

	Liam watched her, satisfied as always to observe such pleasure written plainly across her face. But despite that pleasant scene and his own growing urges, he could not suppress a spark of annoyance. And, by the time Jenn’s orgasm faded and she slumped against his chest, that spark had grown into full-blown irritation.

	He growled, twisting his head to-and-fro until Jenn recovered and waved his gag away.

	“That wasn’t funny,” he grumbled.

	Jenn giggled softly and kissed his chest, but the gesture did not come close to pacifying him.

	“Yes, it was,” she said. Picking herself up off him, she glanced at the spot where their bodies joined. “You didn’t…?”

	He shook his head. “You startled me.”

	“Poor Liam,” Jenn said. She rocked lazily against him. “How can I possibly make it up to you?”

	“Don’t do that again,” he said.

	“Fine. That’s not exactly what I had in mind, though.”

	Despite his annoyance, Liam couldn’t quite keep the smile from his face.

	“What did you have in mind?” he asked.

	Jenn stood, legs trembling and a bit unsteady as she lifted herself off him. She eyed Liam’s cock a moment as it flopped noisily against his belly, then turned and sank down onto her hands and knees. With a wave of her hand, she released the vines holding him and wagged her exposed rear as he climbed to his knees.

	“Don’t be gentle,” she said.

	He wasn’t.

	With an aroused growl, Liam pressed himself against Jenn from behind. In their current state, there was no need for anticipation or foreplay. He lined himself up and buried himself to the hilt in a single thrust. Jenn moaned in response, back arching and her hands seizing clumps of moss in a manner that did not appear entirely voluntary. Her pussy, on the other hand, clutched him eagerly as he pounded her with pent-up ferocity. It squelched around his shaft, splattering both their thighs with juices as he claimed her.

	“Liam—” Jenn gasped. If she’d planned on saying more, she had no opportunity to. Her words were lost to a meaningless moan as Liam grabbed a handful of hair and yanked her head back.

	The intensity of his need surprised them both. Jenn, at least, needed only to endure his primal desires, which she did without complaint. Liam, however, had to fight against a persistent, internal voice urging him to thrust more roughly, more forcefully. He fought it as best he could, until the inviting depths of Jenn’s body proved too much to resist. Grasping her hips, he pulled her hard against his and came with a deep, instinctive snarl.

	Liam’s thoughts shattered, perceived as nothing but timeless, animalistic sensation. White-hot passion burned in him, erupting as thick ropes of potent seed. His body clenched with endless shudders, urging him to double over and yet continue thrusting with the same breath. And in his ears, an endless chorus of lusty, encouraging moans kept him hovering at the top of his seemingly infinite peak.

	When at last he was spent, it was both physically and mentally. Liam slumped backward, gasping for breath as his still-twitching shaft slipped from the tight embrace of Jenn’s body. He was dimly aware of her turning to face him, but it was several long seconds before he could make sense of his vision enough to see her face.

	“Liam?” Jenn said. Her brow was furrowed. “You okay?”

	He started to answer, then swallowed hard and nodded.

	“You sure?” Jenn said.

	Liam exhaled deeply.

	“Yeah,” he said, finally. “I’m okay. You?”

	Jenn smiled a bit anxiously, but nodded. Cheeks heating with a blush, she winced and cupped herself as she straightened on her knees. At Liam’s look of concern, she chuckled and gestured nonchalantly.

	“I’m fine,” she assured him. “Just a bit sore. You were… pretty energetic.”

	Guilt struck him at once and Liam wished he could simply haul himself away into the treetops, as she had on many occasions. How could he have allowed himself to get carried? To risk hurting Jenn? Especially when Scott could be out there fighting for his life at that very moment?

	“Hey,” Jenn said sharply. Scooting closer, she grasped his face in both hands and kissed him. It was not an enticing sort of kiss, but no less enthusiastic for its chasteness. “None of that.”

	“But—”

	“None of that,” she repeated, emphasizing each word. “I’m fine. You’re fine. We’re fine.”

	“But I could have hurt you.”

	“You didn’t,” Jenn said. “I just wasn’t expecting you to be so… not-gentle.”

	“But—”

	“Liam,” Jenn groaned. She grinned at him. “You earned it.”

	 

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	“Earned?” chimed a familiar, unexpected voice from a nearby tree.

	Liam whirled, reaching for his rifle before he remembered that he did not have it. Jenn did likewise, though she proved far more successful. In a split-second, multiple vines coiled had coiled around her arms, each armed with a makeshift javelin. Snarling, Jenn leapt to her feet and stalked toward the voice.

	“Jenn!” Liam yelped. “Don’t!”

	“Why?” Jenn shot back. She turned to face Liam, her eyes blazing. “Why shouldn’t I?”

	“W-what?”

	“She sneaks around, spies on us, and has no idea how to keep quiet!”

	“She kept pretty quiet just now,” Liam pointed out.

	Jenn’s hands balled into fists.

	“I’m being serious, Liam. That girl is dangerous!”

	Descending from her hiding spot, Kathryn hooked her legs over a low branch to hang suspended from it. Now, as always, her dress sagged to expose her bare skin. And, from the fabric pooling around her face, her voice came out muffled.

	“Dangerous!” Kathryn agreed.

	Baring her teeth, Jenn gestured and lifted her javelins accordingly.

	“Jenn,” Liam warned. “Stop. I’ll take care of it.”

	For a long moment, Jenn did and said nothing, until Liam feared that she would ignore him and send one of the javelins flying, regardless of the consequences. Then, breathing furiously through gritted teeth, she bent to retrieve her discarded armor. She dressed quickly, keeping her vines aloft the entire time.

	“Make sure you do,” she said, at last. “Or I will.”

	Shooting a final, vicious glare in Kathryn’s direction, Jenn stalked off toward the improvised camp. It was not until she’d vanished out of sight, and hopefully javelin range, that Liam sighed and bent to retrieve his own discarded clothing.

	“Kathryn,” he called, pulling on his trousers. “Come here.”

	“’Kay!” came her muffled reply. She started to pull herself back up onto the tree, but slipped unexpectedly in the process. With a yelp, Kathryn landed headfirst in a heap.

	Gasping, Liam lurched toward her. He had barely managed a step, however, when Kathryn staggered upright and sprang toward him. Despite the danger of her fall, she did not seem any worse for wear, aside from a few twigs stuck in her hair.

	Liam sighed, shaking his head and pulling the largest of the twigs free.

	“Don’t do that,” he said. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

	“Not hurt,” Kathryn said, flashing a genuine scowl.

	To Liam’s surprise, even once the scowl had faded, Kathryn’s usual grin did not return. Instead, she fidgeted quietly, tugging at the sleeves of her dress with an unusually reticent air. He ignored her for a time, but when the silence continued even as he dressed, his curiosity eventually won out.

	“What is it?” he asked.

	Kathryn continued fidgeting. Then, astonishingly, she sat.

	Too surprised to do otherwise, Liam did as well.

	“I know you don’t get along with Jenn,” he said. “But it’s really important that—”

	“Liam?” Kathryn said, in a timid, delicate voice. “Liam love Plant-girl. Why?”

	“She has a name.”

	He expected the reminder to bring some of Kathryn’s normal petulance to the forefront, but she merely nodded.

	“Liam love Jenn,” Kathryn amended. “Why?”

	Now it was Liam’s turn to fidget. Dozens of potential answers filled his mind, but somehow, none of them seemed to appropriate, given the obvious sincerity behind the question.

	“I don’t know,” he said. “She makes me happy. She taught me things after… after I escaped the Institute. I just… want to be around her. With her. Does that makes sense?”

	Kathryn nodded. “Pla—Jenn love Liam. Same?”

	He smiled. “Yes. At least, I hope so.”

	Leaning forward, Kathryn took one of his hands and held it between both of hers. Compared to his, hers were tiny, and yet he’d seen how capable they could be.

	“Kathryn same,” Kathryn whispered. There were tears in her eyes, the first time Liam had seen such a thing from her. “Liam makes happy. Liam taught things. Want to be around Liam. Same.”

	“I know,” Liam said. Sighing, he squeezed the one of Kathryn’s hands that was pressed to his palm. “I know you do, Kat.”

	“Liam love Kathryn.”

	“Yes, but—”

	“But Liam love Jenn. Big love. Stronger love.”

	It took him a moment to answer. He considered lying, of course, but something in the way Kathryn had spoken told him she already knew the answer.

	“Yes,” he said.

	Rather than one of the reactions he’d expected, his admission brought a thin smile to Kathryn’s face.

	“Stronger love… can secret-secret?” she asked, plainly struggling to find the right words with her limited vocabulary. “Liam love Kathryn… can blood-secret.”

	“Yes?” he said, hesitantly. “That’s right.”

	Kathryn grinned at him, toothily and with sudden ferocity. Rising to her knees, she began gesturing to supplement her words.

	“More love, more secret! Liam love Kathryn more—blood-secret, little secret-secret!”

	And with that, the tenuous grasp Liam had on the conversation was lost. He shook his head, gesturing for Kathryn to stop.

	“Wait,” he interrupted. “Stop. I don’t understand what you’re saying, Kat.”

	Kathryn growled in frustration. Leaning forward, she grasped Liam by the hair and pulled him into a firm, clumsy kiss.

	It was immediately obvious that, despite her frequent voyeurism, Kathryn had little idea what she was doing. Her lips were firm and tucked tightly over her teeth, but the feelings behind the gesture were unmistakable. Before Liam could struggle or push her away, however, she pulled back and smiled nervously at him.

	“Earned it,” she said.

	“What?” Liam said, trying and failing to come up with a more appropriate response.

	Sighing, Kathryn dropped back down to her knees, practically in his lap. She spoke slowly, brows high as if she was explaining the most obvious thing in the world.

	“Liam love Kathryn,” she said. She pressed a finger to his lips. “Now? Small secret.”

	She trailed her finger downward, over his chin, and down the center of his chest. Liam caught her by the wrist before she could reach his waist, but her eyes completed the journey her hand had been unable to complete.

	“Liam love Kathryn more,” she said. “More secret. Bigger secret. Earned it.”

	“No,” Liam said. “That’s not how this works.”

	Kathryn made a face. “Plant-girl said—”

	“I don’t care what—”

	Liam yelped as something shot past his face, dangerously close. He turned to discover a javelin buried in the ground. And, looking to its source, he discovered Jenn, her vines holding her aloft in a tree some twenty yards away.

	She had a finger pressed to her lips. And, as Liam stared at her, she pointed in the direction of the camp and mouthed a single word.

	Occs.

	***

	 


Liam moved instantly, scrambling to his feet and moving silently toward the camp. His heart had risen into his throat and the absence of his rifle was like a physical ache in his hands. The sight of Jenn and Kathryn moving purposefully in the same direction eased his anxiety, however, if only a little.

	He slowed as they crested the top of the hill separating the secluded grove from that of the camp. Winding cautiously through the underbrush until he could crouch directly beneath Jenn’s arboreal perch, he peered out from behind the tree.

	Eight men surrounded Julie, Nora, and the children in a wide semi-circle. Seven of them, Liam spotted at once, thanks to the prominence of their assorted firearms. The last took him a moment and opened a pit in his stomach at the sight.

	The Hunter was astonishingly scrawny, almost to the point of appearing malnourished, but was unmistakable nonetheless. He prowled the gaps between the riflemen, naked from the waist up, and eyeing the captives with undisguised hunger. Even from two dozen meters away, Liam could easily see the strands of drool that streaked and dangled from the creature’s distended jaw. And yet, it seemed almost self-conscious of the fact. Every few seconds, the Hunter would wipe its chin with one of its oversized claws, then promptly resume drooling when its gaze inevitably returned to Julie and the others.

	Taking a deep breath, Liam steeled himself. He’d survived being shot in the head; he could handle a Hunter. Not that the knowledge alone made the primal horror he felt when looking at the beast any less gripping.

	He turned to Kathryn, who crouched a few paces behind him, and waved her closer. She nodded and obeyed, tiptoeing daintily amid the vines and bushes. So stealthy were her movements, in fact, that Liam might have believed she understood the gravity of the situation had it not been for her broad, enthusiastic smile.

	Careful to remain out of sight, Liam gestured toward the Hunter and mouthed his words.

	Fast and strong.

	Kathryn cocked her head. Leaning in, she cupped a hand to her ear.

	“Kill the Hunter,” he whispered, as softly as he could. “Fast and strong.”

	“Liam!” came a shout, even before he’d finished his instructions.

	His eyes snapped to Jenn, but she was not the one who’d spoken, nor did she have any advice to offer. She stared down tensely at him. And so, Liam pressed himself firmly against the tree and slowly leaned until he could just barely glimpse what lay outside his cover.

	Only one of the riflemen remained focused on Julie and the others. The rest aimed his direction, albeit imprecisely. And, at the center of the semi-circle, the Hunter gestured toward him. That one, at least, was spot-on.

	“Liam!” came the voice again. This time, he could see Nora and watched as she rose to face him. “It’s okay! They’re not Occs!”

	Liam froze, then yanked himself back into cover and looked at Jenn. She appeared just as bewildered as he was, the tips of her javelin-wielding vines quivering slightly. Eventually, she shrugged with a helpless expression.

	He took another deep breath.

	“Yeah?” he called back. “Then why is there a Hunter?”

	“I… well—”

	“Liam,” Julie interrupted. “She’s telling the truth. I know one of them. They’re from New Lewville.”

	Gritting his teeth, Liam stepped out from behind the tree and toward the soldiers. He was entirely prepared for the inevitable gunshots. But, to his surprise, none came. Instead, the men simply shifted to readier positions and did not quite lift their weapons in his direction.

	He glared at them, the Hunter especially, and waited.

	Julie rose, holding Morgan, and said something in a quiet voice to the nearest soldier. At his nod, she marched toward Liam. Her smile was a bit strained but obviously intended to be reassuring.

	“It’s true,” she said as she drew near. “Their sergeant’s name is Andrew. I knew him when I was a girl, before his family fled north, across the DMZ.”

	Liam barely glanced at her, his gaze fixated on the men to the rear.

	“Why do they have a Hunter?” he asked again.

	“I’m not sure. Maybe they captured one.”

	“I don’t believe that.”

	“I don’t care what you—” Julie’s words trailed off in a growl of frustration. Stomping her feet, she took a moment to compose herself before continuing. “Look, kid. They could have killed us already if they were Occs. They’ve got a Hunter, for crying out loud! Just… trust me on this, okay? Andrew and his men know the terrain. If we leave now, we can reach the city around nightfall and you can go back to screwing your lovely ladies or whatever it is you feel like doing.”

	She spoke loudly enough that Liam noticed a few of the men look his way before hastily averting their eyes. Fighting the urge to blush, he glared at Julie for a moment, then nodded.

	“Fine,” he said. “Then give me my rifle back.”

	“Okay.”

	As Julie departed, he turned and waved Jenn and Kathryn forward. They did so reluctantly, their every movement guarded as if prepared to dive for cover.

	“And hope this doesn’t get us all killed,” Liam muttered.

	 

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	Despite Liam’s reservations, the men did not try to kill them. In fact, they seemed almost eager to prove how non-threatening they were. Several of them approached Liam as they marched through the woods and attempted to engage him in conversation. Though he rebuffed such efforts, the others did not. Within an hour, several of Liam’s companions were engaged in hushed conversations as if they’d known one another for years.

	It quickly became apparent that Julie’s assurances were not lies. She was the worst offender of the bunch and chatted openly with Andrew the sergeant, even going so far as to coax her son into exchanging a few words with the man.

	Liam listened avidly, certain that it was only a matter of time before the man let slip some information proving he was more than he appeared. His gaze, however, did not linger on Julie and Andrew. Instead, he studied the Hunter—Damien, the others had called him.

	The Hunter did not behave like those Liam had seen, especially Wuyong. Damien kept his distance from the others, sometimes scouting ahead and sometimes lurking near the edges of the group. Occasionally, he would exchange a few quiet words with the other soldiers, then promptly spring off into the woods at a loping gallop.

	Of course, Liam had not encountered many Hunters before. For all he knew, Wuyong had been the exception. And he was not about to let his guard down simply because this particular Hunter had not attacked him on sight.

	He was so distracted watching the Hunter that it was not until Andrew called a halt that he noticed the glow lighting the sky beyond the next hilltop. Gripping his rifle, he pushed his way past Julie.

	“Whoa, slow down there,” Andrew said, catching Liam by the arm.

	Growling, Liam jerked free of the man’s grip and turned to stare him down. As if on cue, Damien materialized from the deepening shadows and loomed silently a few meters away.

	“What?” Liam demanded.

	“It’s night already,” Andrew said. He glanced at the sky as if to confirm. “The gates will be locked by now. We’ll camp here and enter the city tomorrow.”

	“We can find another way in.”

	Andrew laughed, shrugging and flashing a disarming smile.

	“I’m sure you could,” he said. “But why bother? It’s probably safer sleeping here than in some alley.”

	Liam did not even smile.

	“I’m not so sure about that,” he said.

	He was about to say more when a hand found his and intertwined their fingers. He turned to discover Jenn at his side, wearing a stern expression. Ignoring his protests, she pulled him away from the man, then off the trail and into the murky blackness of the trees.

	It was only once they were safely out of earshot that she turned to face him, arms folded across her chest.

	“What is wrong with you?” she said.

	“I don’t trust them,” Liam said.

	“Obviously,” Jenn said. “But do you have to show it? You’ve been scowling and muttering the whole way here.”

	“They have a Hunter!”

	“And? You think the Occs are the only ones who know how to make them?”

	Grumbling, Liam looked away.

	“See? You’re doing it again.” Jenn sighed and stepped closer to cup his face with her hands. Turning his head until she could look him in the eye, she spoke softly. “You’re not the only one who hates them, Liam.”

	Almost without meaning to, Liam’s gaze settled on the mostly healed scars on Jenn’s cheek. He’d offered several times to heal them with his blood, but she had refused until it was too late. As reminders went, they were inarguably effective. And yet, the memory of how Jenn had received them made him want to argue the point.

	Before he could, Jenn leaned in and kissed him. Then almost too quickly, she pulled back and began to undress. The suddenness of it pulled Liam from his grim mood and he chuckled.

	“What are you doing?” he teased.

	“Making the hammock,” Jenn replied, matter-of-factly. She continued to undress, not even bothering to look at him as she strung her vines between a pair of appropriately spaced trees.

	“You don’t want to be closer to the others?” he asked.

	“No,” Jenn said. At last, she looked at him. Even in the darkness, Liam could see the playful gleam he’d expected from the beginning.

	He stepped closer, grasping Jenn’s hips and embracing her from behind. The sight of her bare skin in the scant moonlight was far too distracting to continue brooding. And yet, Jenn continued to ignore him in favor of constructing the hammock.

	Grinning, Liam trailed his fingers upward, exploring the smooth expanse of her stomach until he reached her breasts. Jenn hesitated, then sighed pleasantly as he cupped them. Leaning down, Liam kissed the curve of her neck at the spot where it met her shoulder and was rewarded with the feeling of her nipples pebbling against his palms.

	“Do you want me to go?” he asked.

	Jenn chuckled and shook her head. Then, without warning, she spun round in the circle of his arms and pressed herself flat against him.

	“No,” she said. “You’ve got too much on your mind. I bet you’d get lost.”

	“I would n—”

	She kissed him, far deeper and far more passionately than before.

	“Shut up and get in bed,” she said.

	 

	***

	 


 

	Liam woke to the sun on his face and the chime of birdsong in his ears. Lying there, the warmth of Jenn’s body pressed against his bare chest, a part of him wished he could doze forever.

	Then, in a waking flash, the memories of the night before returned to him and he scrambled wildly to escape the leafy cocoon of Jenn’s hammock. It rocked fitfully as he toppled out, pursued by a flurry of cursing from his freshly awoken lover.

	Chuckling despite himself, Liam dressed quickly and returned to the edge of the hammock.

	“Sorry,” he said, leaning in for a kiss. “Did I wake you?”

	Jenn’s answer took the form of a bleary-eyed scowl and a hand that roughly shoved his face away from hers.

	Grinning, Liam kissed her shoulder and stepped away to stretch. His own cheerfulness caught him by surprise and he embraced the change in attitude gladly. It was a relief to set his worries aside, even for a moment.

	Unfortunately, grim reality asserted itself an instant later in the form of Damien. The Hunter lumbered in Liam’s direction, making no attempt to move quietly but managing it nevertheless. And, if his sudden appearance was not unnerving enough, the dried blood coating his claws and corded forearms certainly made up the difference.

	Liam lunged for his rifle.

	“Wait,” the Hunter growled.

	Liam brought the rifle to his shoulder, then hesitated. The sound of the Hunter’s gravelly voice made the hair on the back of his neck stand up, but Damien had raised his arms in a somewhat less threatening gesture. And, oddly, he did not seem at all surprised to find himself staring down the barrel of Liam’s rifle.

	“Venison,” Damien said. He jerked his head over his shoulder, large ears flopping. “Hungry?”

	“What?” Liam asked.

	Sighing, though the sound came out more like a wheeze, Damien pointed an oversized finger in the direction he’d come from. Without lowering his arms, he turned and walked away.

	“Food,” he called, speaking slowly and emphatically. “Come eat.”

	Liam stood fast, uncertain whether to follow the Hunter or refuse. He glanced back at Jenn and discovered her peeking out between the gaps in the hammock-tent’s walls. Smiling shyly, she shooed him with her fingers.

	And just like that, his mind was made up.

	Liam followed Damien’s path through the trees, painfully aware of how loud his movements were, compared to the Hunter’s. He held his rifle tight, searching the woods for any sign of a trap.

	In the end, his caution proved unnecessary. As he reached the edge of the camp, he found it abuzz with activity and conversation. Andrew, his men, Julie, Nora, and the children stood, sat, or crouched in a rough circle around a modest fire. Skewers of venison and the carcass itself roasted at the center. Here and there, several of the men braved the licking flames when they thought their sergeant was not looking and plucked scraps of ready meat to stealthily devour. The only exceptions to those gathered were Kathryn, who had occupied herself by poking at the deer’s innards with a stick, and Damien, who watched both Liam and the others from a safe distance.

	It was Andrew who noticed Liam first. The man started when he saw him, but nodded in greeting and quickly picked his way through those seated to approach.

	“Morning,” he said. “Did you sleep well?”

	Liam stared at him and said nothing. He glanced in the direction of the city, though the glow that had illuminated the night before was no longer visible in the soft light of morning.

	“Is something wrong?” Andrew asked.

	“We need to get moving,” Liam said. He fidgeted a bit, then added, “It’s important.”

	“Important enough to skip breakfast?” Andrew asked with a crooked smile. “The meat’s almost ready.”

	“It’s important,” Liam repeated. “I need to find the Free States Militia.”

	Andrew laughed aloud, so suddenly and emphatically that Liam took a step back. The man saw and gestured apologetically, even as he continued to laugh. It was several long seconds before he’d recovered sufficiently to grin without chuckling.

	“Liam,” he said. “Who else would we be?”

	Liam blinked in surprise.

	“You—” he said slowly. He glanced toward Damien, who continued lurking at the edge of the camp. “Scott never mentioned there were Hunters in the militia.”

	“Ah.” Andrew followed Liam’s gaze and nodded in understanding. “Well, Damien’s something of a new addition. Technically, he’s on loan from the Mayor of New Lewville. I doubt any of Scott’s men would have known either.”

	Liam blinked again, then frowned as the pieces slowly came together in his mind.

	“You know Scott?” he asked.

	“Know him?” Andrew exclaimed with a laugh. “Hell, kid. He’s the one who recruited me in the first place. I introduced him to Julie. We go way back.”

	Liam’s first reaction to this revelation was one of relief; he hadn’t known until that moment how badly he wanted someone to talk to about Scott. Julie was one thing, but the nature of her relationship with him and the distress she’d tried so hard to conceal made it feel wrong to try and reminisce. An instant later, however, his relief turned to crushing, overpowering guilt. Not only had he shunned Andrew due to his association with Damien, but he’d also allowed an entire night to pass without making mention of what had happened at the river.

	“We need your help!” Liam said urgently, struggling to keep his voice to a whisper. “Scott is—”

	Andrew cut him off with a raised hand.

	“I know what happened,” he said. Glancing at the seated militiamen, he laid a hand on Liam’s shoulder and steered him away from any potential eavesdroppers. “Julie told me. You made the right call. Scott would be—is proud, I’m sure.”

	“We have to help him,” Liam insisted. “Once we get Julie and her kids to the city, we can head back. Jenn can get us across the river and together—”

	The hand on his shoulder tightened and he stopped short. Andrew hadn’t spoken and showed no interest in doing so, but the unspoken signal was clear. The man stared blankly ahead of him. When at last he spoke, his expression was grim and his words soft.

	“There’s no time,” he said. “The Occs are massing all along the DMZ. They’ll attack any day now. My orders are to help defend New Lewville.”

	“But, Scott is—”

	“Scott is better at surviving in Occ territory than any of us, kid. And he’s not alone. He’s got a whole squad of the FSM’s best. I’m not going to worry about him and neither should you. If you want my advice, come to the city with us. Help us defend it and I’ll introduce you to the rest of the militia. When Scott shows up—and he will—that’s where he’ll come looking.”

	Liam said nothing. He stood there, searching for some flaw in Andrew’s logic and despairing when he found none. The man was right. It just felt wrong somehow to carry on as though Scott was merely relaxing somewhere.

	“You don’t have to decide right now,” Andrew said. He glanced back toward the fire and those around it. “At least have something to eat though. And maybe keep that little blonde of yours from starting any more fights.”

	Liam turned quickly.

	“Fights?” he asked. “What happened?”

	Andrew chuckled and indicated one of his men. The man was burly and broad-shouldered, but knelt delicately beside the roasting meat with an unexpectedly frail slump to his shoulders.

	“Nothing serious,” Andrew said. “Bennett there made the mistake of calling her ‘girlie.’ I guess she took offense. Might have kicked his balls clean off if Julie hadn’t been there.”

	Fighting the urge to wince, Liam sighed and massaged the bridge of his nose.

	“Sorry,” he said. “I’ll talk to her.”

	“Good idea,” Andrew said. “Folks in New Lewville can be a bit… suspicious of outsiders. Wouldn’t want Scott to arrive and find you lot in the stocks.”

	 

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	As Liam crested the hill, the sight of the valley below did more than make him pause; it took his breath away. The trees had been cleared for miles in every direction, replaced by hillside plots of farmland and the occasional ramshackle barn. And, at the center of it all, a city bulged from the dirt like a silver-brown wart. A haze of smoke and fog hung low in the air around it, blurring the finer details of the city proper.

	What the murky air could not conceal, however, was the astonishing size of the place. Even at a glance, Liam could immediately tell that New Lewville was home to thousands.

	Not that such a thing could even be comprehended. It seemed unthinkable that so many could possibly live together without conflict. A few hundred was understandable if daunting, but thousands?

	“Quite the sight, isn’t it?” Andrew asked.

	Liam jumped; he’d been so distracted by the vista that he’d failed to notice the sergeant’s approach. Turning, he nodded in agreement.

	“It’s bigger than I expected,” he said.

	Andrew snorted and it was a moment before he spoke again. “Don’t get me wrong, the place is still a shithole. Smells like it too, if you ask me. But it’s the biggest free city within two hundred miles—other than Cincy, of course. If you’ve a mind to settle down somewhere, you could do a lot worse.”

	“I’m not planning on it.”

	“No?” Andrew said. He eyed Liam thoughtfully, then shrugged. “Well, whatever. You’ll be safe until Scott arrives.”

	“I thought you said the Occs would attack any day?”

	“Oh, they will. But you’ll have me watching your back. That means—”

	“Liam!” Kathryn whined, pulling agitatedly at his hand wrapped securely around her wrist. “No talk. Bored. Walk now!”

	Liam glanced at her and forced himself to frown. Understandably, the girl was not keen on being practically attached to his hip, but he’d insisted on it after the brawl she’d had with one of Andrew’s men. Still, his arm was getting sore and he’d grown tired of the indignant looks Jenn sent his way whenever she noticed his eyes following her.

	“Fine,” he said. Grasping Kathryn’s chin, he held her face close to his own and stared severely into her pleading eyes. “I want you to promise me. No more fighting. No matter what.”

	Kathryn scowled and made a final, half-hearted attempt at escaping his grasp. Then she sighed and nodded.

	“Promise,” she said.

	“You promise what?” he pressed her.

	“No fighting,” she muttered.

	Nodding, Liam released her and watched as Kathryn darted away to scramble up a tree in Jenn’s wake. She seemed desperate to spend as much time off the ground before they reached the treeline a few hundred yards distant.

	“She’s an interesting one,” Andrew said. “Did the Occs raise her?”

	Liam looked at the man, frowning. Andrew’s expression made it clear he was not trying to offend, however, and so he nodded cautiously.

	“That’s right,” he said. “Why do you want to know?”

	“Just curious,” Andrew said. Pressing on, he picked his way along the narrow trail as the ground gradually became rockier. “I knew a fella once who’d been born in the Occ capital. Talked like that too. Does she know any Occ speech?”

	Liam hesitated, embarrassed to admit he’d never thought of asking. There hadn’t seemed to be any reason to question Kathryn on the subject and he was reluctant to broach the subject now. Despite the occasional annoyance of piecing her words together, there was something charmingly innocent about her conversations and he couldn’t help but feel that hearing her carry on in the Occ language would ruin it.

	“Not sure,” he said, at last.

	To his relief, Andrew let the matter drop.

	As promised, the march to the city did not take long. Liam clutched his rifle as they left the relative shelter of the woods and stepped onto a broad path through rolling farmland. His nervousness was abated somewhat by Jenn and Kathryn, both of whom took up positions on either side of him. And yet, as comforting as their presence was, he could not seem to keep himself from craning his head to stare at each stranger they passed. Dozens of men and women worked the fields, pulling weeds and not even bothering to lift their heads to acknowledge the newcomers.

	Hurrying to catch up to Andrew, Liam switched his rifle to his opposite shoulder and leaned in to speak quietly.

	“There are so many of them,” he said. “Shouldn’t they be inside the city?”

	“Why?” Andrew asked. He barely glanced in Liam’s direction.

	“It’ll be safer there when the Occs attack.”

	“People still need to eat,” Andrew said. Then, in an even quieter voice, he added, “And I doubt the Mayor has told them about the Occs.”

	“What?” Liam exclaimed. He stopped walking and stared around in disbelief. “Then we have to warn them!”

	“It’s not that simple,” Andrew said. He continued walking for a few steps, then sighed and returned to Liam’s side. “Can I explain it to you later? We’re almost there.”

	“Tell me now,” Liam said.

	He knew he was being absurd, but the man’s reticence had piqued his curiosity. And, given his present anxiousness, the small curiosity had already begun to chafe at him.

	Andrew sighed again and gestured to several of his men who had caught up and stood around with guarded expressions. At their sergeant’s wave, they nodded and continued down the path.

	“The Mayor doesn’t trust the Militia,” Andrew explained, speaking in a low, hurried tone. “We help protect the city, but it’s been so long since the Occs launched a full assault that he’s probably more afraid of us than he is them.”

	“That’s ridiculous.”

	“Of course it is. But that’s why we guard our reputation. We don’t want to do anything to cause conflict with the Mayor. Like starting a panic by announcing the Occs are going to attack.”

	“But they are!” Liam protested.

	Andrew hushed him quickly and glanced around again. “I know that,” he said. “The Militia has known for a few days and we’ve made sure the Mayor is aware, too. But there’s no reason to make people worry unnecessarily.”

	“Unnecessarily?” Liam repeated. “But they could die! They deserve to know!”

	“And they will,” Andrew said with finality. “But not yet. Not until Colonel Ryan decides the time is right.”

	“Who is that?” Jenn asked. She stepped up to Liam’s side, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder. He glanced at her, uncertain whether to be annoyed by her interruption or grateful for it.

	“Ryan is the Militia’s ranking officer in New Lewville,” Andrew said. “When the Colonel gives the word, we’ll start spreading the news through the city. The Mayor won’t be happy about it, but by then it’ll be too late.”

	“Too late?” Kathryn chimed in. She grasped Liam’s free hand and stared up at him, distraught but obviously pleased to be making her contribution to the conversation. “Not kill Occs?”

	Liam grimaced, in part because Jenn had decided to squeeze his shoulder painfully hard. He was spared the necessity of answering, however, thanks to Andrew’s laugh. Chuckling, the man reached out and ruffled Kathryn’s hair. To Liam’s surprise, she did not pull away, but grinned beneath the man’s touch.

	“Trust me, kiddo,” Andrew said. “There’ll be plenty of Occs for you to kill soon enough.”

	 

	***

	 


Flanked on either side by women he trusted, Liam managed to keep his anxiety in check, at least until they reached the walls of New Lewville. Once there, he quickly discovered that the distance had disguised their size. At first glance, he had thought them only the height of a single story, easily scalable with the right grip. In reality, the walls climbed to more than twice his estimate. And rather than being constructed from wood or stone, they were instead a patchwork monstrosity of rusted iron and crisscrossed metal lattices.

	Apparently, that had not been enough for the wall’s architects. Great spools of gleaming razor wire lined the top of the wall and reinforced those sections that would otherwise have been large enough for a man to slip through.

	The gate itself proved only marginally more welcoming. Though there was no razor wire surrounding it, a pair of enormous towers observed from either side of the broadening road. They seemed to be constructed from the same stuff as the wall itself, only covered over by countless layers of steel. Here and there, a narrow slit had been cut—or melted, it sometimes seemed—to accommodate the barrel of a rifle. Currently, a pair protruded from either tower, sweeping the approach that led to the door at the gate’s center. That door, though many times larger than any Liam had seen before, was easily dwarfed by the surrounding fortifications.

	As before, the emptiness of Liam’s hands nagged at him and he started to reach for the rifle over his shoulder. Jenn caught his hand with a vine before he could properly arm himself, however. She shook her head, then nodded toward Andrew. The man had hurried ahead of their group, empty hands raised.

	“Don’t cause trouble,” Jenn muttered.

	Liam scowled and glanced her way. 

	“I wasn’t going to,” he said.

	Jenn grinned unexpectedly and leaned in to kiss his cheek. Interlocking her fingers with his, she drew him closer.

	“I wasn’t talking to you,” she whispered. Her eyes flicked to Kathryn a moment, then back to his face and creased conspiratorially at the corners.

	Liam risked a peek in Kathryn’s direction and immediately understood. The young woman still held his hand absentmindedly, but her other hand had drawn one of her knives from its pocket. She turned it over and over in her palm as she stared up at the city walls in rapt fascination.

	“Kathryn,” he said, just loud enough to get her attention. “Put it away.”

	To his relief, she did as asked, with only a bit of muted grumbling. He watched her for a time, making sure that she did not immediately take it out again, until Andrew’s return drew his gaze.

	“Good news,” the man said, unsmiling. “They’ve agreed to let me vouch for you. You’ll have to leave your weapons at the gate, but—”

	“What?” Liam interrupted. Releasing Kathryn’s hand, he clung to the rifle strap against his shoulder. “Why?”

	“It’s just a precaution,” Andrew said with a conciliatory gesture. “Citizens aren’t allowed to carry weapons inside the city. But—”

	“That’s stupid!” Liam growled. He clung to the strap more tightly. “Do they really think—”

	“Can I finish?” Andrew snapped. He waited a moment, as if expecting Liam to continue, then sighed. “As I was saying, you’ll have to leave your weapons at the gate. But, once we visit the Colonel, I can have your names added to the regiment roster. That way, you’ll be treated like any member of the Militia and entitled to carry weapons. We have to provide a copy to the Mayor every thirty days, but I expect he’ll have bigger things to worry about by then.”

	When his announcement was answered by only silence, Andrew sighed again and made a show of looking around.

	“Unless you expect the Occs to attack in the next thirty minutes?”

	Liam grimaced and, after a moment of fruitless hesitation, pulled the rifle off his shoulder and handed it over. Andrew accepted it with a grin and added it to the one he already had.

	“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’ll be fine.”

	And with that, Andrew turned and led them toward the city. Liam followed, painfully aware of his empty hands and unburdened shoulder. He occupied himself with keeping tabs on Kathryn. In the brief span since he’d loosed her hand, she’d wandered off and looked suspiciously as though she was searching for the best avenue by which to climb the wall. And, if her protests when he once again secured her at his side were anything to go by, he’d grabbed her just in time.

	Despite its size, the gate was remarkably crowded. Farmers poured out one side, carrying handheld tools and skins of water. The other half was filled with farmers as well, though most of these entered with wheelbarrows or four-wheeled carts laden with wood, produce, or even livestock. There were so many, in fact, that Liam’s group was forced to join a line dozens-deep just to pass through.

	Liam could not help staring, however much the act reminded him of Kathryn’s near-permanent expression of awe. There were just so many people, so many faces, all crowded near one another. The onslaught of new experiences even distracted him, briefly, from his discomfort at handing over his rifle.

	His curiosity did not extend as far as Nora’s. Still glued to Julie’s side, she was quickly drawn into an innocent, but energetic conversation with several farmers who queued behind them. Her seemingly easy conversation only made Liam more conscious of his own silence.

	Liam held his breath as their turn finally came and he passed through the gate. Emerging on the other side, he could not help but frown. Everything was just so… bland.

	A sea of small tents and huts extended in three directions for nearly a quarter of a mile. They looked to have been constructed from whatever material was available—wood, spare bits of cloth or metal, and even the dirt itself. Here and there, shouting children ran and played amid the narrow, unplanned alleys formed by the arrangement of the buildings. A few women huddled around cooking fires or worked pumps at a small, filthy-looking communal well. But, that was the extent of it.

	He was still staring when Andrew appeared at his side. Touching Liam on the shoulder, he gently steered him away from the gate.

	“No place like home,” Andrew muttered. He breathed deeply and made a face. “Like I said, it’s a shithole. You ready to meet the Colonel?”

	Liam started to nod, then paused when he realized he was holding only one woman’s hand—Kathryn’s. He turned to look for Jenn and spotted her immediately, gesturing emphatically at one of the gate’s guards.

	“Ah, now what the hell?” Andrew growled. He stomped toward back toward the gate, a split-second before Liam could do the same. “What’s going on here?”

	Liam didn’t catch the gate guard’s words, but whatever they were, it must have been a command of some kind. The gate slammed shut remarkably fast, drawing shouted complaints from the line of farmers, and similar, muffled ones from the line outside. In a heartbeat, nearly a dozen men seemed to materialize from the ether, all clad in the same grey uniforms and with hands resting warningly on holstered sidearms.

	Fortunately, they weren’t the only ones accustomed to following orders. Andrew’s men appeared with equal quickness, their scowls and casually carried weapons every bit as threatening as those of the guards.

	Shoving his way between the gathering men, Liam clawed his way to the center of the increasingly tense standoff. At his side, he spotted Kathryn plunge a hand into the pocket of her dress. And, for once, he was glad to see she’d disobeyed him.

	“What’s going on?” Andrew repeated loudly, emphasizing each word. He stepped forward into the center of the impromptu circle as well, placing himself between Jenn and the man with whom she’d been arguing.

	Then, arms folded across his chest, that man stepped forward as well.

	“The Mayor wants to see that one,” he said, nodding at Jenn.

	“Does he now?” Andrew said. “And just where might His Excellency be?”

	“In his office, I expect. And yes, those are his orders.”

	“You must have good ears to hear him all the way out here.” There was no humor in Andrew’s voice, only a flat, unyielding coldness. “I tell you what, we’ll go straight there after I report to the garrison.”

	“Be my guest. But the girl comes with us.”

	“Then you’re welcome to tag along.”

	“This isn’t a negotiation, Sergeant,” growled the man. “And I’m certain your Colonel doesn’t want to hear about your men causing problems for the Mayor. Again.”

	Liam expected Andrew to waver, or perhaps redirect the conversation with another steely-eyed joke. Instead, he growled and stepped forward to plant himself inches in front of the man.

	“The Occs are lucky to have you here, hún dàn,” Andrew growled. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

	The guard’s head jerked forward suddenly and Andrew staggered. It was not until he turned and Liam saw the blood leaking from his nose that he realized the first blow had already been struck. Before he could react, however, those surrounding them beat him to it. The guards had sidearms in hand in a split-second. And, from the corner of his eye, Liam could see the militiamen leveling rifles with identical quickness.

	“Oh, you got a pair on you,” Andrew snarled. He straightened, raising his fists. “How about—”

	“Stop!” Jenn barked, startling Liam as much as anyone else. She pulled free of his arm and dragged Andrew back. “It’s fine, I’ll go with them.”

	“No!” Liam shouted, stepping forward. He managed only a single step before a scalding glare from Jenn stopped him in his tracks.

	“Liam, I’ll be fine,” Jenn said evenly. In the tense silence, her voice seemed unnaturally loud. “Go with Andrew and look after the others. I’ll find you after.”

	“Fuck that,” Andrew said. He wiped the blood from his nose with the back of his hand. “I’ll go with you.”

	“Jenn—” Liam began.

	“Liam,” she interrupted, emphatically. “I’ll be fine. Go.”

	A chuckle from the foremost guard drew all their gazes. Jenn’s willingness to cooperate, along with the blow against Andrew seemed to have filled his pride to bursting. He practically swaggered forward, hands on his hips.

	“All right, that’s enough,” he said. “Time to go, girl. Quietly.”

	Jenn lunged, as fast as Liam had ever seen her move. A multitude of vines erupted from the back of her armor, enough to actually hold her aloft. Others seized the man, spinning him to face his men and holding the point of a steel javelin to his throat. So swift were her movements that by the time any of his men could react, she had already released him and lowered herself back down to the ground.

	“Let’s all go quietly,” she said.

	 

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	Liam stood motionless, hands balled into fists at his side, as he watched Jenn walk away. She was surrounded by four of the gate guards, each of whom had a hand on their holstered pistol. That sight alone made him want to charge after her. It was only the steady presence of Andrew a few feet behind her that kept him from doing just that.

	His unceasing stare was not lost on the others. Kathryn continued to hold his hand, staring up at him with an uncharacteristically thoughtful expression. Nora and Julie approached as well, touching him and offering reassuring words that he did not even hear. It was only when Jenn had disappeared among the shantytown mess that the sound of an unfamiliar voice managed to break through the fog.

	“She’ll be fine, kid. The sergeant won’t let anything happen to her.”

	Liam nodded slowly. Around him, the militiamen were shouldering their packs and weapons, casting guarded, resentful looks at the gate guardsmen who had remained behind to resume their work. Had it not been for the backlog of onlookers, Liam suspected that things might have escalated once more. Instead, the men set off down one of the larger streets that followed the curve of the wall.

	Casting a final look in Jenn’s direction, Liam stumbled after them. He felt as though he’d been impaled through the gut and it took all his willpower not to turn around and sprint after her.

	“Liam?” Kathryn whispered as they walked.

	“Hmm?”

	“Kathryn promised,” she said. “No fighting.”

	“Yeah.” He snorted quietly. “Thank you.”

	Kathryn squeezed his hand and held it tight.

	“Jenn safe,” she said. “Andrew not bastard.”

	Liam nodded, but said nothing. Much as he appreciated Kathryn’s attempt at reassurance, he was in no mood to be cheered. To the contrary, he was in the mood to fight.

	If anything happened to Jenn, he would burn New Lewville to the ground.

	 

	***

	 


Contrary to Liam’s first impressions of the city, New Lewville’s slums did not go on endlessly. In fact, after only a few hundred meters, they gave way to larger, sturdier buildings of wood; it was only the haze of eye-watering smog that created the illusion of distance.

	The militia garrison stood less than a minute’s walk beyond the artificial boundary, a stone’s throw from the wall itself. It was a large, if rather inauspicious structure—two stories, made of faded brick, and surrounded by a rusted, chain-link fence that had been braced with wooden planks. Something about the garrison’s boxy, utilitarian design reminded him of the Institute to an almost uncomfortable degree.

	“I’ll tell the Colonel you’re here,” said one of the militiamen.

	Liam turned, intending to thank the man, then yelped a curse as he discovered Damien standing barely a foot behind him. His outburst drew laughs from the other militiamen and even a wide, wolfish smile to the Hunter’s face. Stepping past Liam, Damien leapt vertically and effortlessly cleared the fence—despite the open gate barely a meter away.

	“Sorry, kid,” said the same militiaman. “The bastard’s done it to all of us. Only seemed fair to let him have his fun.”

	Liam said nothing in reply and swallowed hard as he waited for his racing heart to slow. His expectations for New Lewville had been few, but they certainly had not included getting pranked by a Hunter.

	“You coming?” asked the man.

	Still, Liam did not speak. He did, however, stumble through the gate and follow after the cluster of soldiers.

	“He lives in the city?” he asked in a hushed voice as they neared the brick building’s main door. “Doesn’t that cause problems?”

	The militiaman he’d addressed glanced at him, then at Damien. The Hunter had flopped down on the dirt, evidently determined to nap in the late morning sun.

	“Sometimes,” the man said. “But he doesn’t go out alone, so it’s not too bad.”

	Stepping forward, the man caught the open door from the soldier ahead of him and gestured Liam forward.

	Liam complied, absentmindedly dragging Kathryn along.

	The inside of the garrison looked, if anything, even more like the Institute than its exterior suggested. Rows of desks housed cartographers, craftsmen working to disassemble rifles, and dozens of other functionaries whose purpose was lost on him.

	He spotted Julie and Nora taking seats to the right of the entrance and moved to join them. Adam was seated on his mother’s lap and looked around at the barely controlled chaos with a mixture of awe and nervousness. The sight made Liam grin; it was a feeling he knew all too well.

	Thoughts of Jenn spoiled his smile a second later. Rather than sit, he guided Kathryn to the unoccupied chair and stood close by. There, he scanned the crowd of militiamen for anyone who might have been in charge.

	Unfortunately, no one stood out to him. The militia gave the impression of an unwieldy, self-directed machine. If there was purpose behind its activity, it did not make a show of it. Compared to the obvious, brutal discipline he’d seen among the Occs, Liam wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or worried by the difference.

	From the corner of his eye, Liam saw a figure approaching and turned.

	“Liam?” asked the man, in the tone of one who already knew the answer.

	Liam eyed the man. Broad-shouldered, tanned, and wearing a patterned uniform that looked almost new, the man certainly looked the part. And, judging by the smile he wore, he was not at all put off by his guest’s roadworn appearance.

	“That’s right,” Liam said. Imitating Scott with no small amount of self-consciousness, he offered his hand. “It’s good to meet you, Colonel.”

	The man’s smile blossomed as he grasped Liam’s hand and shook it.

	“It’s Sergeant Woods, actually,” the man said. “But if you’ll follow me, you can meet the real thing.”

	A chuckle behind him made Liam turn to find Nora and Julie smirking at him. Kathryn grinned too, though without the knowing look in her eyes. Scowling, he turned his back on them and walked away.

	Woods led him through the maze of desks to a small, private room in the far back corner. Liam had missed it during his initial inspection, no doubt thanks to the crowd of bodies between him and it. The door was closed, but Woods rapped his knuckles on the frame and opened it without waiting for a reply.

	“A visitor to see you, Colonel,” Woods announced.

	The woman seated at the desk looked up sharply and nodded to the man.

	“Thank you, Sergeant,” she said.

	Too surprised to do otherwise, Liam stepped forward and actually flinched when Woods shut the door behind him. Cursing his nerves, he stood there, hands folded in front of him.

	“Not what you were expecting?” the Colonel teased gently. Her skin was darker than any Liam had seen before, and the contrast made her grin particularly noticeable. “That’s okay; you’re not the first person to be surprised. Please, have a seat.”

	Liam did, grateful to have something to do with his hands. Sitting, he grasped the arms of his chair and blurted out, “They took Jenn. The men at the gate.”

	He started to say more, but the Colonel leaned forward and cut him off with a wave.

	“So I heard. Let’s get introductions out of the way first, though.” She cocked her head. “I’m Colonel Natasha Ryan. You can call me any of those, or ma’am. And you are?”

	“Liam.”

	“Liam,” the Colonel repeated. She waited, then added, “That’s it?”

	“The Occs called me Fuyuan.”

	“Country? No, that doesn’t… healing?” the Colonel said. She frowned. “You’re enhanced?”

	Liam nodded. 

	“So is Jenn,” he added quickly. “Those men at the gate. They noticed and said that the Mayor—”

	“Heaven help us,” the Colonel said. “That bastard is going to ruin this city before the Occs even get here.”

	“They’ll be here soon,” Liam said. He gripped the arms of his chair hard enough to make his knuckles ache, if only briefly. “We got separated from Scott at the river, but he said—”

	“Scott? Who is Scott?”

	“He’s with the militia,” Liam said. He gritted his teeth, more in frustration at how poorly he was explaining the situation than impatience—though he had both in abundance. “A lieutenant, I think. He helped us destroy the Institute.”

	“He must be one of the Advance Scouts. I’ve never met him.”

	The room fell silent for a moment. That silence was abruptly broken as the Colonel pushed back her chair, rose, and began to pace the length of the room. She moved slowly, methodically, but the fingers she drummed against her chin were anything but.

	Watching her, Liam couldn’t help but be surprised all over again. Not only was Natasha the exact opposite of how he’d envisioned a Colonel, she was also remarkably petite. He suspected she was of a height with Kathryn, despite being at least a decade older. Perhaps two.

	“You destroyed the Institute?” she asked.

	“That’s right.”

	“How long ago was that?”

	“Uh…” Liam racked his brain, struggling to count the days. “Twelve… fifteen days? Something like that.”

	The Colonel cursed softly and ran a hand through her hair. It was cut short, the remains woven into tight braids that clung tightly to her scalp. She continued to pace.

	“What’s wrong?” Liam asked, when he could no longer bear the waiting.

	“This isn’t retaliation,” the Colonel said. “If it was, it’d take the Occs months to move troops up to the DMZ. A planned offensive means there’ll be twice as many of the fuckers and command has just been sitting on their asses this whole time. I’m not expecting reinforcements for at least two months.”

	“Colonel…” Liam began slowly, weighing his words. “It sounds like you’ll need every man you can get.”

	“Oh? You noticed that, did you?” the Colonel snapped. Glancing at him, she sighed. “Sorry, Liam. I didn’t mean—”

	“Jenn can get us across the river with her enhancement,” Liam continued, undeterred. “There’s a dozen militiamen with Scott. I can bring them back to help defend the city.”

	Natasha studied him for a moment. For a time, she looked as though she was considering his offer, then her eyes narrowed.

	“If that’s true, why isn’t he with you?” she asked.

	“There was… a fight,” Liam said. “We were in a hurry and Scott asked some Runners to help us cross. They betrayed us and things, well, got loud. I wanted to go back for him, but there were kids with us. Scott’s kids.”

	Natasha nodded slowly, expression softening. Again, she began to drum her fingers on her chin, but slower than before.

	“How many Occs did you see on the way here?” she asked.

	Liam wanted to lie. From the question alone, he could already sense the outline of the answer Natasha would give. But, under the circumstances, he could see no way out that would not selfishly risk the lives of thousands.

	“Hundreds,” he admitted.

	She looked away, masking her reaction except for the almost imperceptible slumping of her shoulders.

	“I’m sorry, Liam,” the Colonel said. “I can’t spare anyone to help you. If you decide to find Scott, I wish you nothing but the best of luck. But I need the militia here to help defend the city.”

	Liam sat perfectly still, unable to shake the feeling that he was slowly being swallowed by his chair. The weight on his shoulders seemed be dragging him further down into it by the second.

	“Scott is in the militia,” he said.

	“He is,” Natasha said. “And his help would be welcome. But for all we know, he’s dead already. And I can’t risk more men searching for him. Not when the Occs could attack any time.”

	“I’ll find him.”

	“I pray that you do.”

	“Then what about Jenn?” he said, standing before he knew what he was doing.

	Natasha looked at him then, a hint of knowing amusement creeping into her features.

	“Sergeant Gomez went with her, yes? She’ll be fine.”

	“That’s not good enough.”

	He expected the Colonel’s expression to darken at his rudeness, but instead, her smile only grew. Coming around the desk, she laid a gentle hand on his shoulder and guided him toward the office door.

	“Trust me, Liam. Andrew is a smart man; she’ll be fine. Sergeant Woods will get you and the others settled in the barracks. If Jenn isn’t back in an hour, I will personally go with you to see the Mayor. Okay?”

	It wasn’t okay, but Liam sensed the inevitability in the Colonel’s words. Nodding, he allowed her to show him out.

	Rather than close the door behind him, however, the Colonel hesitated in the doorway.

	“Liam,” she said, quietly enough that only he could have heard. “If… if you decide not to go searching for Scott, come speak to me again. I have an idea. Another way you might be able to help him—and us.”

	Then, before he could inquire further, the door shut.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	Jenn carried herself proudly as the men marched her through the city. She could feel the countless eyes watching her, the most heated of which belonged to the man she’d threatened. He followed close behind her, hand on his holstered sidearm. That fact might have bothered her under ordinary circumstances, but the sound of Andrew’s heavy footsteps alongside the man’s kept her nervousness at bay.

	She couldn’t explain precisely why she trusted the militiaman. No doubt it had something to do with Julie’s trust in him. Or perhaps it was simply the way he’d stood up for her at the gate. In any case, she was more than willing to entrust her safety to him.

	For the time being, at least.

	The city was far filthier than she had ever imagined. With each step, she could practically feel the dust and the grime clinging to her vines, drying them. Not so dry as to render them non-functional, of course, merely that it took slightly more effort to control them. She kept them tight against her sides and back; partly to shield them from the smoky air and partly to avoid provoking her rear escort further.

	She felt a slight twinge of relief as they left the slums behind and moved into the city proper. That relief was short-lived, however. Though the air was marginally cleaner, the buildings had grown tall and smooth. If she was forced to fight or flee, there would be nothing to grip, no way to escape the narrow, refuse-lined streets.

	“This way,” said one of her escorts. Abandoning the main road, they proceeded down a narrower, even more spartanly fixtured path. This pattern repeated several times more, until the streets had narrowed to the point that they were occasionally forced to proceed single-file.

	Then, a bit like being born, they slipped free of the narrow passages and into a broad, high-walled courtyard. Compared to the rest of the city, this place was immaculate. Rather than dirt or worn cobblestone, the ground consisted of well-tended gardens, freshly swept brick walking paths, and simple benches beneath clusters of tall, fruit-bearing trees.

	A great weight fell from Jenn’s shoulders at the sight of the capitol grounds, artificial though they might be. Even the sight of soldiers, converging on them from three directions, could not spoil her improved mood.

	The first of the soldiers to reach them was a tall, swarthy man with a polished rifle in his arms and an even more polished mustache. His uniform was the same design as that of the gate guards, but was so tidy and well-maintained that Jenn actually had to check to be sure they were the same.

	“Your business?” asked the mustachioed soldier. He did not point his weapon at them, though he did hold it at the ready.

	“Enhanced at the southern gate,” replied the leader. He stepped forward, setting a heavy hand on Jenn’s shoulder. “We brought her as ordered.”

	He must have expected Jenn to be subdued by now. And, to be fair, he wasn’t entirely wrong. Rather than lash out with her vines, Jenn simply wrapped one around his wrist and guided it smoothly off her shoulder. Before he could react to her small act of defiance, however, Andrew’s laugh drew the gaze of both men.

	“Forgetting something?” he asked, then turned and casually saluted the capitol guard. “Morning, Lieutenant. I’m Sergeant Gomez and this is Jenn. She’s a militia ward, so I’m escorting her to ensure there are no misunderstandings.”

	The Lieutenant eyed Andrew for a moment, then turned his gaze on Jenn for a much longer time. She stared back, keeping her face expressionless as she waited for someone to break the silence. In the end, it was the Lieutenant who did.

	“Any further misunderstandings, I assume?” he said. A bit of the man’s stiffness melted away as he nodded to Andrew and tapped his mustache. “You missed a bit of blood, Sergeant.”

	Jenn relaxed at the sound of Andrew’s laugh and couldn’t quite mask her smile as the gate guards fidgeted uncomfortably. It was reassuring to know that their belligerence didn’t come with the uniform.

	“Thank you, Corporal,” said the Lieutenant, formally. “You may return to your post.”

	Even before the guard spoke, and without even turning to look, Jenn could sense the man’s shock and incredulity.

	“But, Sir, I—”

	“Unless you think us incapable of protecting His Excellency?” the Lieutenant added. It was not a question. “You have your orders, Corporal.”

	The pause before the man spoke again was pregnant in the extreme.

	“Sir,” the Corporal said simply. Heels clicking, he and his men turned to go. Jenn watched them depart, offering Andrew an appreciative smile.

	He smiled back, then stepped forward and clapped the Lieutenant on the arm.

	“Thanks, Hersch,” Andrew said. “I owe you one.”

	“Don’t thank me yet,” the Lieutenant replied, a bit of brusqueness returning to his voice. He slung his rifle back over his shoulder and eyed Jenn a second time. “She going to behave?”

	“She’ll behave.” Andrew said.

	“Good.” Turning, the Lieutenant glanced at the men who had gathered around him. Their uniforms were every bit as clean and trimmed as their officer’s, though the men who wore them lacked a certain zeal to set them apart from their sloppily dressed comrades at the city gate. “Red, Boots, come with me. The rest of you, back to your patrols.”

	The men—or boys, rather—that Lieutenant Hersch had selected took up positions on either side of Jenn, though neither crowded her in the same manner as before. And so, Jenn did not feel the need to defend against them as Andrew and the Lieutenant led them toward the center of the capitol grounds.

	The building at the center was, at once, both more and less than Jenn had anticipated. It was, in one sense, unfathomably ornate. Enormous white columns surrounded it, stretching from the manicured grounds to the base of its flared, second-story roof, despite being completely unnecessary to support the building itself. And yet, she almost could have believed that they were, since the walls of the capitol building appeared to be more glass than wall. And what glass! Rather than the small, cracked panes she’d come across in the remains of some abandoned, pre-war shack, the windows before her were massive sheets more than twice her height. They stretched to the roof in four great columns, mirroring those outside. And, comprising the panes themselves was artistry that literally took her breath away.

	The scenes had been constructed from bits of colored glass no larger than her thumb, but it might as well have been made of gemstones for the way it glittered in the morning sun. The first showed a multitude of scenes and unrelated imagery, the significance of which she could only guess at. There was a ruined city, crowned by flames and the tattered remains of a blue and white flag. Below this scene, the same city was portrayed again, this time in the shadow of two enormous men, one of whom appeared to be bleeding from his brow.

	On the opposite side of the main doorway, the city reappeared, though much transformed. Rather than a burning ruin, it now gleamed like a white pearl nestled among green hills. And above its peak, a new flag was portrayed.

	It was the last of the four vignettes that caught Jenn’s eye the most, however. The city, the flag, the flames, and the hills were all gone. Instead, the dark, glassy scene displayed six men: three in the grey uniforms she’d seen on the city’s guards, and three in red-sashed camouflage. The camouflaged men were toppling over in transparent agony, their eyes narrowed to slits and mouths wide in a silent scream. And, just in case the reason for their pain was not clear enough, the men from New Lewville leveled rifles and blades in the direction of their victims. Motionless flames curled about the Occs’ feet, mirrored by blazing, golden disks that made it seem as though the sun was rising behind each of the victors’ heads.

	“Hell of a sight,” Andrew muttered, practically in Jenn’s ear.

	She jumped, surprised to discover that she’d stopped walking. Embarrassed, she collected herself and began to move again. Andrew remained at her side, however, and continued to speak in a low, conspiratorial voice.

	“I remember the first time I saw it. Felt like I could’ve just stared for hours. Supposedly, there used to be ones like it all over, you know, before the war. Art on every street corner. It sounds amazing, don’t you think?“

	His tone was friendly enough, but pricked something in the back of Jenn’s mind. She nodded in agreement, but said nothing, even as they reached the door to the capitol building.

	“Wait here,” Lieutenant Hersch said.

	There were two men at the door, one on either side. They saluted the Lieutenant as he approached and one leaned over to open the door for him. Returning their salute with a practiced, casual sweep, Hersch stepped inside.

	He reemerged a moment later, red-faced and visibly uncomfortable. Clearing his throat, he waved them forward.

	To Jenn’s surprise, the overwhelming majority of the capitol building was comprised of a single room. A handful of small, deceptively painted doors lined either side of the vast chamber and there was a small anteroom where an ensemble of guards stripped them—including Hersch—of their weapons, but otherwise, the building consisted entirely of the single, enormous chamber. Jenn was reluctant to part with the sharpened, steel rods that served as her preferred javelins, but she was not about to make an issue of it here. And the moment she stepped through the anteroom doors and into the audience chamber, she promptly forgot all about them. 

	The floor of the chamber was some sort of polished stone that clicked and echoed with each step she and the others took. The walls were relatively plain, at least compared to the impressive glass artistry behind them, but hung with dozens of portraits whose realism staggered her imagination. They were lit by high, narrow windows—clear, not colored—as well as matching rows of actual electric lights.

	In short, it was the sort of wealth and grandeur she could never have imagined had it not been laid out before her. At the center of the far end of the chamber, however, was opulence of another kind.

	Lifted on a high, stepped dais, was an immense, gold-lined throne. The man sitting on it wore the same sort of stiff, grey uniform as Hersch, but unbuttoned. And though his chest was bare, the exposure was nothing compared to the women around him. A half-dozen women lounged on or around the throne, the most-clothed of which were still naked from the waist up. Two straddled the arms of the throne, casually massaging the shoulders of the man seated in it. They managed to strike the delicate balance between attentive and idle, but from the sharpness Jenn spotted in their eyes, it was far from accidental posturing. Equally penetrating were the eyes of those seated lower on the dais; though reclining on an ocean of silk cushions and blankets, the women studied her intently.

	To Jenn’s amusement, Andrew and Lieutenant Hersch seemed desperate to avoid looking at the women. They marched stiffly at her side, leaving Red and Boots to ogle from the entrance, and breathed more purposefully the nearer they drew to the throne. A part of her couldn’t wait to tell Liam about it.

	And just like that, Jenn’s amusement evaporated. How would Liam react to such a sight, if he was here instead of her? She didn’t mind him looking, of course; it was only a natural reaction and not one she begrudged him. Besides, these women were strangers, obviously placed by the Mayor to disorient his visitors.

	Her problem was the women in her life who weren’t strangers.

	Nora would not be an issue; the girl was so naïve that in that regard that she’d actually asked Julie how she’d become pregnant with her children. Her embarrassment at being told the answer, paired with the almost cruel delight Julie had taken in educating her, had been the funniest thing Jenn had seen since destroying the Institute.

	No, the problem now, as it ever had been, was Kathryn. The girl was a tireless, incessant scavenger, doing her utmost to burrow her way into Liam’s bed. On the one hand, her desperation was almost amusing and Liam’s refusals only made Jenn want to ride him more enthusiastically. On the other hand, the fact that Liam seemed practically oblivious to the little ways Kathryn manipulated him was infuriating.

	She needed to deal with the little vampire now, before Jenn found herself seated at Liam’s feet while the cunning bitch stole her place.

	“His Excellency, Tobias Del Reyes,” announced a loud voice from behind them. “Mayor of New Lewville and Sovereign of South Kentuckiana.”

	Andrew and Hersch stood fast at the sound of the voice, but Jenn was not expecting it and almost stumbled forward at the abruptness. Inching backward into alignment with the men, she waited. She’d allowed herself to be distracted by her anger and struggled to regain her equilibrium as the Mayor rose from his throne.

	The half-dressed women around him shifted without a sound, creating a path for the Mayor to descend. He did so gracefully, fastening several of the lowest buttons on his uniform as he sauntered toward them. And yet, even as she forced herself to observe the man, Jenn couldn’t help but notice several of his female companions rise and follow.

	As they drew nearer, Jenn realized that the women were not merely decorations. Though each was elegant and curvaceous—so much so that she couldn’t suppress a twinge of jealousy—they were also subtly muscled. It was an easy thing to overlook, and she fully expected that most men would, but the longer she eyed the women, the more she recognized the signs. A few calluses here and there, the flick of an eye toward the makeshift quiver where she’d kept her javelins, and a way of moving that was practical as well as dainty.

	The women were bodyguards as much as they were concubines. Perhaps even more so the former than the latter.

	The Mayor stepped close, close enough to make his guards nervous. A woman moved forward, clearly intent on placing herself between Jenn and the man, but the Mayor held out an arm to stop her. Donning the mask of a disappointed lover, the woman clung to his arm instead, legs tense and ready to leap between him and potential danger at a moment’s notice.

	“I know you,” the Mayor said, pointing at Hersch. He turned to Andrew, scowling. “And I can guess who you are.”

	“I’m Jenn,” Jenn said, before the Mayor could turn to her and ask the inevitable question.

	It was as if all the air had been sucked out of the room in an instant. Hersch and Andrew glanced at her, outwardly calm but with wide, aghast eyes. Even the women at the Mayor’s side seemed to be holding their breath.

	The Mayor chuckled once and grinned.

	“Jenn,” he repeated. “You’re enhanced, aren’t you?”

	“Did the vines give it away?” she asked. Gesturing slightly, she curved one onto her shoulder like some kind of domesticated bird.

	Opposite, the nude woman at the Mayor’s side angled herself under the guise of kissing his shoulder. Her eyes were hard and her jaw tight, clearly prepared to tackle the man out of harm’s way if need be.

	For several tense seconds, the Mayor did not move. Then his grin widened.

	“Can I offer you a job?” he asked.

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Liam’s knuckles crunched as he struck the wall of the barracks. The pain that flared in his hand was enough to take his breath away, but it vanished the next instant when his body repaired itself. Much as he might otherwise have appreciated that fact, it was the outlet pain provided that he craved presently.

	“Would you stop doing that?” Julie snapped. She glared at him from her seat on one of the room’s eight, narrow bunks, where she sat nursing her daughter.

	Liam glared back.

	“How can you be so calm?” he demanded. “This is stupid!”

	“Of course it is,” Julie said. “But breaking things isn’t going to make Jenn get here any faster.”

	“It might.”

	“No, it won’t. But it is giving me a headache.”

	Liam had no response to that, but neither was he willing to concede the point. “It’s making me feel better,” he lied. “Besides, don’t you want Scott safe?”

	He knew at once that he’d made a terrible mistake. Julie’s countenance darkened in an instant, eyes going hard as steel. For a heartbeat, she made as if to rise, then remembered the infant girl in her arms and forced herself to remain still.

	She did not look at him, instead turning her rage to a distant spot on the faded, wooden wall across from her. Liam sighed, preparing to apologize, but before he got the chance the woman shuddered. Julie’s face reddened further as her lips pulled back to bare a grim, humorless smile.

	“Not another word from you, Liam,” she said, woodenly.

	The desire to apologize did not vanish, of course, but Liam knew better than to compound his missteps. He turned to Nora, but the girl would only half-meet his eyes. She flashed a halfhearted, sympathetic smile, then returned her attention to Adam in her lap.

	Not even Kathryn was much help, under the circumstances. She’d hooked her ankles through the frame of a top bunk and was too busy using her knife to carve shapes into the mattress of the bunk below her to be bothered consoling him.

	Unsure what else he could do, and too conscious of Julie’s anger towards him to risk striking the wall again, Liam sank reluctantly down onto the room’s unoccupied lower bunk. No sooner had he landed than the barracks door swung open, unannounced.

	Jenn was sweating, just a bit, but it did not seem to be from exertion. Rather, if her somewhat dazed and overwhelmed expression could be trusted, it seemed to be an effect of mental strain, rather than another sort. Several of her vines hung limply from her shoulders like a tattered cape, while others clung to her body as if trying to keep her upright.

	“Jenn,” Liam whispered, almost breathless. He stood and moved to embrace her but Jenn swept past him, into the crowded barracks. She paced slowly, chewing both her lip and thumbnail, without so much as a glance in his direction.

	Too surprised to be hurt by the slight, Liam shut the door and glanced toward Julie. The woman met his gaze, frowning, but betraying nothing else.

	“Jenn,” he said again. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

	Jenn looked up as if startled and flashed a brief, insincere smile, then resumed pacing. Her vines seemed to squirm around her limbs and torso, loosening and tightening with each step until they practically rippled across her. For another tense minute, she walked the length of the barracks.

	And then stopped.

	Liam grinned. However flustered Jenn might be at the moment, they would soon leave the city behind. She would be fine once they were out among the trees again. As would he, once they were on their way to find Scott.

	“Ready to go?” he asked. “The Colonel refused to help us, but if we leave now, we can reach the river by sundown. Scott won’t have gone far. Together, we can find him and bring him back before the Occs make their move.”

	“What?” Jenn asked, distracted.

	“Are you sure you’re okay?” Liam pressed. He stepped into the path of Jenn’s pacing. Undeterred, she started to go around him, until he caught her by the arm. “Jenn.”

	“Hmm? Oh, right. Sorry, Liam. I’m fine. Just… got a lot on my mind.”

	“Did they hurt you?”

	“What? No. We just talked.”

	“About what?”

	Jenn’s brow creased with the beginnings of a frown. Pulling free of Liam’s arm, she resumed her pacing.

	“Plenty of things,” she said, at last. “To—the Mayor told me about the city, the Occs, how he plans to protect New Lewville. He’s been… very thorough.”

	“That’s good. Now, are you ready to leave?”

	“We can’t,” Jenn said, almost absentmindedly. The reality of what she had said must have struck her a moment later and she met Liam’s eye, grimacing apologetically. “I’m sorry, Liam. I know you want to go look for Scott. But the Mayor needs our help. This is more important.”

	“More important?” Liam couldn’t believe his ears. “What are you talking about? How could it be more important than Scott? He’s the one who got us here!”

	“I know,” Jenn said quickly. “And I wish I could explain properly. It’s complicated. But Tobias is working on weapons that might actually be able to defeat the Occs. Not repel them, not match them—defeat them! Can you even imagine?”

	“No.”

	“I know Scott is important to you,” Jenn said, her tone softening. “But this is bigger than any one person. Even us.”

	Liam did not answer her right away. Instead, he gazed silently around the barracks as he contemplated his words. Julie would not look at him and occupied herself with her children. At her side, Nora did likewise, obviously pretending not to hear the burgeoning argument. Only Kathryn looked at him or Jenn, her bright, uncomprehending face swiveling between the two of them.

	There was a lighted, manic energy to Jenn’s eyes. In contrast to her typical, reserved gaze, it was almost as if a fire blazed behind the dark ring of her irises, pouring forth heat and light in the form of frenetic enthusiasm.

	The change was not a welcome one. In fact, it almost felt to Liam as if a stranger stood before him.

	“No,” he said. “It isn’t.”

	 

	***

	 


If the Colonel was surprised to see Liam again so soon, she didn’t make it obvious. Instead, she rose from her desk, nodding Sergeant Woods away, and staring intently at Liam.

	“Has it been an hour already?” she asked.

	Liam shrugged. “Jenn is back,” he said. “I think something happened. I don’t know what the Mayor said to her, but she won’t try and find Scott.”

	“Ah. I’m sorry to hear that.”

	“No, you’re not,” Liam said. “But it doesn’t matter. Earlier, you said there might be a way to help you and Scott at the same time.”

	Natasha grinned, eyes coming to life in an instant. “I did at that,” she said. “Woods!”

	The office door opened a second later. Sergeant Woods head slipped inside, mirrored two feet below by a fiendishly beaming Kathryn. Grumbling, the man tried and failed to drag her back by the collar.

	“Yes, Colonel?” he asked, distracted.

	“We’re hitting the depot tonight. Make certain your team is ready.”

	And just like that, Sergeant Woods forgot all about Kathryn. He chuckled and nodded curtly, sparing only the slightest glance in Liam’s direction.

	“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

	A half-hour found the Colonel’s office occupied by a dozen soldiers who could only be described as professionals. They did not seem affected by the density of the packed room. Instead, they crowded around the desk, examining maps of the city that had been laid out upon it and weighed down with loose ammunition.

	Liam stood at the Colonel’s side, mostly because that was the only spot the soldiers did not intrude. With one hand, he braced himself against the desk. With the other, he clutched Kathryn’s wrist to keep her from wandering.

	With each passing minute, he forgot about Jenn’s refusal to help him more and more. Let her waste her time; he would accomplish the real work.

	“We’ll be keeping the plan mostly the same,” the Colonel explained, rapping her knuckles on a particular spot near the center of the largest maps. “They’ve changed a few of the guard patrol routes in the last week, so our exfil will move south, instead of east. Other than that, you know the drill. Liam and Kathryn will help breach the depot. Woods, I want you and Tyson to make sure they’re prepped on clearing and cornering.”

	“Permission to speak, ma’am?” interrupted one of the men, presumably Tyson. At Natasha’s nod, he continued. “No offense, but why are we bringing some rookies?”

	“Because,” the Colonel said patiently, “They’re not just some recruits. Liam is enhanced. He can soak up a half-dozen rounds and shrug it off in seconds.” 

	This revelation elicited a sudden murmur of conversation. Turning his way, the Colonel grinned and added hastily, “Not that we’re planning on it, of course.”

	“And the girl?” Tyson asked.

	“She’s enhanced too,” the Colonel said. “Kathryn is…”

	She looked at Liam and cocked her head. Though he’d given her a brief description of both their respective enhancements, she was obviously at a loss for how to describe Kathryn’s. No doubt she had no desire to mention blood-drinking unless it was absolutely necessary.

	Liam sighed under his breath, just a little.

	“She’s fast and strong,” he said.

	“Fast and strong!” Kathryn agreed, right on cue.

	From the obvious skepticism on his face, Tyson clearly had his doubts—as did many of the soldiers. None voiced their concerns, however, and the meeting continued. Despite the importance of it and his personal interest in the outcome, Liam was forced several times to keep his mind from wandering back to thoughts of Jenn.

	It felt wrong, somehow, to be planning a possible confrontation without her beside him.

	“Remember,” Natasha said, as the meeting began to wind down. “The point of this operation is not to seize the depot or kill the Mayor’s men. If you can get in and out without being seen, do so. But the most important thing is ensuring this mission succeeds. If we get everything, we can arm half the city by the time the Occs get here. I don’t know about you, but I’ll feel a lot better with three thousand New Lewvilleites fighting alongside me than a couple hundred snot-nosed mercs.”

	A rumble of agreement answered her and Liam found himself nodding along with it. Though he couldn’t pretend to understand the entirety of what Natasha had explained to him prior to the meeting, the gist of it was simple enough. The Mayor had consolidated power over the last few years: stockpiling supplies, confiscating weapons and ammo, and conscripting young men and women into his private army. It had been done, nominally, in the name of protecting the city from the inevitable Occ invasion. But, as the recent developments had shown, the Mayor was far more interested in keeping weapons out of militia hands—and civilian ones—than he was in allowing the population to defend themselves.

	And, much as he hated to admit it, Liam relished the chance to strike at the Mayor himself. The man had created a rift between him and Jenn. He would gladly have gone on this mission if only to spite the man.

	Of course, the promise the Colonel made hadn’t hurt, either.

	It wasn’t as good a deal as he’d hoped, but he couldn’t afford to be picky under the circumstances. Once they repelled the Occ invasion, Natasha had promised to lend him a dozen men to go searching for Scott. While Jenn might not appreciate the lengths he was going to in order to earn the assistance, they would undoubtedly cut down on his search time.

	And, she would get over it.

	“Liam?”

	The voice broke through his thoughts and Liam realized suddenly just how lost in thought he’d been. The room was emptying, soldiers filing out until only Woods and the Colonel remained.

	“Sorry,” Liam said. “Did you say something?”

	Woods shook his head.

	“Colonel wants me to work on tactics with you,” he said. “Do you have a weapon?”

	“I did. They took it at the gate when we entered the city. Andrew said we could get it back.”

	“Andrew was right,” Woods said. He clapped Liam on the shoulder and steered him toward the door, dragging Kathryn along by extension. “Let’s go get your gun back.”

	“Gun back?” Kathryn echoed. She danced in front of Liam and the sergeant, still held by the wrist. “Kill Occs soon?”

	Woods laughed and nodded.

	“That’s the plan, Kathryn,” he said. “That’s the plan.”

	 

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Much to the surprise of Sergeant Woods and his adjutant, Liam managed to master the essentials he would need for the evening’s raid with several hours to spare. While Liam was certain the men glossed over a great deal of nuance in their rush to prepare him, the foundational techniques he’d picked up from Scott were, as even Tyson was forced to admit, mostly adequate.

	Kathryn, on the other hand, was a whirlwind of self-taught disobedience. Woods had attempted to practice with her, but gave up in frustration within minutes of starting. He confidently declared that Kathryn’s amateurish moves would see her killed by any competent soldier.

	She responded to the criticism by throwing her knife and embedding it in the wall, an inch from the sergeant’s head. Apologizing loudly over the sound of Kathryn’s laughter, Liam had promised to speak with her about respect and the need to demonstrate her knife-throwing abilities safely.

	And, to be fair, he did. Of course, he also included a few lines about how bad it would have been if she had not missed and warnings that if she did not behave herself, she would not be allowed any blood for a month.

	In the end, Liam was left with several hours in which to entertain himself. At Wood’s suggestion, he briefly considered returning to the barracks, but the thought of Jenn turned his stomach with worry. He wanted nothing more than to understand her irrational desire to aid the Mayor, but the idea of continued disagreement was too much even to imagine.

	Instead, he managed to convince the man to accompany him on a brief excursion into the city itself. Despite his involvement with its politics and defense, New Lewville remained mostly a mystery to Liam. But, as he stretched his legs and took in the occasional, muttered insights from Sergeant Woods, that unknown slowly revealed its secrets.

	According to Woods, the city was, to an almost disturbing degree, identical to those found in the Occupied Territories. The rich worked and lived in comfort, secure in well-defended residences, while the poor scratched out a living as farmers, craftsmen, or garbage-pickers. More than a third of the city’s residents were orphans and even among those with surviving parents, it was the rare family who did not have a member born with a club-foot or another such deformity. Even a century later, and many hundreds of miles from the burnt-out husks of the great pre-war cities, the effects of the bombs and fires could be felt and seen.

	It was not until they came to the first of the brothels, however, that Liam had to look away. The young girl leaning against the ramshackle building’s entrance was a year or two his junior and pretty enough, in a sickly sort of way. She smiled at him, shrugging down a strap of her patched dress. Even the sight of her bared breast was not enough to distract him from the weariness in her eyes, though.

	“Can we leave?” Liam asked quietly. He squeezed Kathryn’s hand tightly but, for once, the girl showed no interest in pulling away. In fact, she practically clung to him.

	“Yes,” Woods said softly. Then, as he led them down the street, he nodded toward a narrow, inconspicuous building sandwiched between two brothels. “You see that one?”

	Liam grunted affirmatively.

	“That’s a militia safehouse. There’s a false floor in the back. If something goes wrong tonight and you need to hide, come here. The madam is with us. She’ll give you shelter.”

	Taken aback, Liam gave the building a much more dedicated inspection. Though it was difficult for him to imagine finding his way here in the dark, he hoped that his discomfort with the street as a whole would help him. Not that he planned on needing to, of course. It would be much easier to simply succeed.

	“Good to know,” he said.

	The rest of the evening was spent on a rather tortuous exploration of the main roads surrounding the depot in question. They had to be careful not to make the object of their inspection obvious, though the number of people on the streets near the city’s center proved sufficient to conceal them. By the time night had begun to fall and they returned to the militia garrison, however, Liam felt reasonably confident that he would be able to orient and navigate on his own, provided he was not overly distracted.

	Tyson and the other men had begun to assemble just inside the headquarters building and Liam was immediately taken aback by the degree of preparation on display. Every inch of the men seemed to have been dedicated to the task at hand. Knives, climbing tools, and magazines of ammunition were secured at their waists and various other convenient spots. The men were further equipped with holstered pistols or shoulder-slung rifles—one even carried a large, two-handed hammer—and peered at Liam and Woods in eerie silence.

	Liam glanced at the sergeant, suddenly aware of how comparably underequipped he was. The rifle against his shoulder was refreshing and familiar, but otherwise, Liam felt as much kinship with the professional soldiers as he did the Occs.

	Fortunately, Woods did not seem disturbed by the contrast.

	“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’ll help us if you stand out a little. Just grab a—Ritter, grab Liam a mask.

	Liam accepted the mask as it was handed to him and slid it awkwardly over his head. The coarse, black fabric clung to his face like a glove and it took him a moment to tug it into place. The mask covered his mouth and nose, leaving only his eyes and a small patch of the surrounding skin exposed.

	Kathryn’s fingers tightened around his and Liam turned to the face her. She trembled slightly and for a moment, he wondered if she was actually afraid. 

	But no, the intensity of Kathryn’s eyes and the brilliance of her smile made it clear that she shook from anticipation, not dread.

	 “Kill Occs?” she whispered, practically bouncing in place.

	“Maybe soon,” Liam said. He set a hand on her shoulder, stilling her. “Not tonight, though. Tonight, we need to be very, very quiet. Can you do that for me?”

	Kathryn’s smile slackened a degree, but did not disappear entirely. She nodded enthusiastically.

	“So, so quiet,” she agreed.

	And, oddly enough, she was.

	 

	***

	 


The sky was overcast by the time they set out from the garrison, traveling in groups of twos and threes to avoid the suspicion of any watchful eyes. As before, Liam and Kathryn traveled alongside Sergeant Woods, though from the way the man kept looking at them along the way, he would have preferred more traditional allies.

	Regardless, they managed to navigate through the city without incident, nodding to the occasional late-night passerby, but doing nothing else to bring the slightest attention to themselves. As they neared the depot, Woods jerked his head and the three of them stepped quickly into a dark, narrow alley between two large buildings of unclear purpose.

	The rest of the soldiers were already present. They knelt in the shadows, making last-minute adjustments to their gear or weapons. Several looked up as Liam, Kathryn, and Woods approached, though none dared speak a greeting.

	“Everyone ready?” Woods asked.

	Again, no one spoke. Nodding as if to himself, Woods shifted his rifle into position.

	“Then let’s get to work,” he said.

	The men poured from the alley like ants from a hill, dashing across the darkened street toward the depot. The building was a mostly featureless, two-story affair, no different in outward appearance from the dozens of others that lay along the same street. That illusion vanished a second later.

	Without a word, one of the soldier’s stepped forward, armed with the large, two-handed hammer. Approaching the sturdy, metal-on-wood door, he drew back and delivered a deafening blow to the handle. The door caved instantly, knocked fully from its hinges.

	Before he even had time to consider what he was doing, Liam charged. He’d known what was coming, of course, but that didn’t stop him from feeling overwhelmed as he vaulted the half-decimated door and hurtled down the narrow, unlit corridor. Somewhere, in the back of his mind, he hoped desperately that Kathryn had remembered to follow after him.

	The corridor darkened quickly, turning to an inky blackness that forced him to slow. He advanced at a crawl, unable to see more than a few steps ahead of him and trusting the barrel of his rifle to keep him from walking headfirst into a wall. It worked, though perhaps not in the precise manner he expected.

	A door on the right-hand side of the hallway opened suddenly, close enough and hard enough to bruise Liam’s shoulder. He staggered, spinning and raising his rifle.

	The man who exited through the door was armed with both a side-arm and a simple lantern. He stared at Liam in confusion for a moment, frowning as he glanced from his face to the rifle and back.

	“Whoa,” the man said quickly. “Easy there, son. There’s no need for—”

	The man dropped his lantern and without thinking, Liam watched it fall. In that split-second of distraction, the man struck. Liam grunted as the man tackled him backward, slamming him against the opposite side of the hallway. There was a hand around the barrel of his rifle, forcing it up toward the ceiling. Then came the deafening retort of the man’s pistol as he shot Liam point-blank in the chest.

	Liam groaned, not in pain—the sudden, ringing ache in his ears hurt worse than the bullet wounds—but rather in disappointment. He’d been unfocused, and the man had taken advantage of it.

	He didn’t have much time to contemplate his failure. A spray of hot, arterial blood splattered across his face as Kathryn struck the man like a human missile. She flew past him, barely even touching her target apart from the gleaming blade she dragged across his throat. The blow upset her balance, however, and she landed hard on all fours, bare feet squeaking against the polished floors.

	She didn’t even wait to catch her breath. With a breathless cackle, Kathryn sprinted forward and angled into through the door the man had emerged from.

	Liam followed, prompted more by the instinct to look after Kathryn than the mission he’d volunteered for. He needn’t have worried about her, though.

	As it turned out, the door Kathryn had passed through led to the depot’s main room. Only three men occupied it, though that number had been reduced to zero by the time he reached her side. The men slumped around the remains of a minuscule cooking fire, little more than an oddly shaped candle, and an unsteady table laden with cards.

	Kathryn crouched above the bodies, her forearms stained with blood and a wild, animalistic gleam in her eyes. She swayed, snarling under her breath as her head snapped violently about in search of additional adversaries.

	“Good job, Kat,” Liam said.

	Her eyes snapped to him, body going rigid for a split-second, then slowly relaxing. Straightening up, Kathryn seemed to notice the blood dripping from her hands for the first time. Lifting one to her lips, she began to lick her fingers clean.

	“I’m Kathryn,” she announced. “Kat is Kathryn.”

	Liam nodded and accidentally dropped his gaze to one of the slaughtered men at Kathryn’s feet. The man’s chest shuddered slightly and Liam quickly averted his eyes. Fortunately, there was an abundance of things to look at.

	The depot was dark but gradually lightened as Woods and the other militiamen filed in. One of them had retrieved the first man’s lantern and the others began to use it to light candles of their own. It was only once the men began to spread out, carrying their lights with them, that Liam realized the true scale of what the depot contained.

	Rack after rack filled every corner of the building, each one laden with dozens of rifles, pistols, and magazines. Interspersed among the racks were caches of ammunition, crates of spent brass, and bags of what Liam could only surmise to be gunpowder, based on how the men nervously held their lights at arm’s length.

	Liam straightened as Woods approached. The man was smiling, though the angle and fluttering of his candle make it appear terribly grim.

	“Who fired?” the man asked.

	Liam froze, momentarily confused by the question, and glanced at Kathryn to confirm she had not picked up a gun of some kind. She hadn’t, and the sight of her continuing to clean her hands proved enough to kickstart Liam’s brain.

	“They did,” he said, pulling his shirt away from his chest to display both the holes and the fresh bloodstains. “Caught me by surprise.”

	“It happens,” Woods said. “At least it was over quick. If they’d gotten off more shots, folks might’ve come poking around.”

	Nodding, Liam returned his attention to the rows of weapons.

	“There’s so much here,” he said. “How are we going to move it all?”

	“We’re not,” Woods said. “Our job is just to clear the place of the Mayor’s men. The Colonel has others in the city, collaborators and the like. Folks without any sort of official role in the militia. They’ll be here any minute.”

	Someone rapped on one of the depot’s doublewide, steel outer doors. The sound echoed disproportionately loud throughout the depot and the militiamen collectively held their breath.

	Grinning, Woods clapped Liam on the arm.

	“Speak of the devil,” he said. Aiming a playful salute in Kathryn’s direction, he turned and trotted off to help his men with the heavy, weighted door.

	Liam watched as the men struggled with the weight of it. It seemed to have been built with security in mind, since it did not open like any door he’d seen before. Instead of swinging open on hinges, the door opened vertically, apparently held in place by some sort of wooden brace. It took three men to force it upward and a fourth to hastily slide the locking mechanism into place.

	The second he had, those on the other side of the doors struck. Pistols and revolvers emerged from beneath clothes, filling the air with gunfire before anyone, even Kathryn, had a chance to react. The four men nearest the door were cut down in an instant, whatever groans they might have voiced falling silent before the echo of the firearms.

	Sergeant Woods shouted something, but his words were cut off as both factions began to open fire. Those in the doorway hurried into cover on either side, leaving only a single casualty behind, while the militiamen cursed and scurried into more defensible positions.

	Liam stood, unperturbed by the non-danger. Turning to Kathryn, he waved her down.

	“Stay out of sight,” he said. “I’ve got this.”

	Kathryn nodded contentedly, seating herself atop one of her kills as she continued to lick her hands clean. She’d already finished one and had just begun the second.

	Turning back to the depot’s open door, Liam clutched his rifle and walked calmly toward it. He paused alongside one of the surviving militiamen and tapped him on the shoulder. The man looked up, visibly surprised despite the mask covering most of his features. Liam gestured at the side door they’d emerged from, waited for the man to reorient himself to defend against an ambush from the side, then pressed onward.

	The nearer he came to the open door, the more serene Liam felt. He couldn’t have explained it. And, if he was being honest, it made little sense on any sort of intellectual level. But the facts couldn’t be denied; the more stares and astonished whispers aimed his way, the more secure he felt in his decision.

	Liam stepped through the open door and felt something strike low in his chest, painlessly and with the force of a hammer blow. Glancing down, he saw the length of steel that had impaled him and immediately felt his stomach sink.

	Not literally, of course, since the javelin had made sure his stomach could not go anywhere.

	The steel rod had buried itself several inches in the ground. As such, Liam could not easily pull it, or himself, free. Instead, he wriggled about, managing after a few seconds to raise his rifle into a usable position.

	The Mayor’s men did not wear their typical uniforms, but the weapons they carried were too polished and new to belong to anyone else. They hugged the edge of the depot, taking cover against its large, steel doors as if waiting for the opportune moment to swarm inward and finish off the militiamen inside.

	Gritting his teeth, Liam opened fire.

	The men seemed to take an absurdly long time to realize he was the one firing. Perhaps they’d simply assumed him dead after the javelin impaled him or perhaps it was his own perception of time that was unnatural. In any case, Liam emptied his magazine before the first retaliatory rounds caught him in the neck. He shuddered, choking on the blood that flooded his throat before the hole in his neck managed to heal.

	Perhaps that was why Jenn failed to recognize him. A second javelin hurtled his way, burying itself in his chest, just below his collarbone. Gritting his teeth, Liam ignored the new injury and clumsily began to reload his rifle. 

	He had almost managed it when the militiamen came to his defense. Several of them emerged, roaring, from the side door they’d entered through. A half-dozen of the Mayor’s men fell before the remainder realized they were under attack. A few attempted to return fire but the rest quickly realized they were fighting a losing battle. A dozen or so reservists scattered, abandoning their casualties—or even their weapons—and fleeing down a number of side-streets. The militiamen pursued them a few steps, then immediately turned around and took up defensive positions in the shadow of the depot’s open doorway.

	Woods staggered out through the open door, wincing as he held a blood-soaked bandage around his wrist.

	“Liam?” the man called out. He paled as he approached. “You… are you…?”

	“I’ll live,” Liam said. He glanced down at the steel rods sprouting from his chest, then followed their approximate angle with his eyes. Unless Jenn had been extraordinarily clever, she’d sent them from the opposite rooftop.

	There was no longer any sign of her there.

	“Do… you need help?” Woods asked. From his wide-eyed expression, he seemed to have forgotten all about the pain of his own injuries.

	Liam tried to chuckle, but discovered the best he could manage was a quacking wheeze. Reaching up with weak, shaky fingers, he pulled the mask from his face. The cool air was refreshing compared to the burning ache in his chest.

	“Yes, please,” he said. “There’s something I need to do.”

	 

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	It had taken a great deal of convincing for Woods and the others to allow him to wander off. And, in their defense, they hadn’t actually given Liam permission. Instead, he had waited just long enough to assure them that he was really, truly healed from his injuries. Then, when his assigned babysitter had gotten distracted by one of the collaborators who’d arrived to ferry a wheelbarrow full of guns and ammunition away, Liam had grabbed Kathryn’s hand, ducked into the shadows, and slipped away.

	The second he was alone with Kathryn, Liam let his reassuring smile vanish. He growled through gritted teeth, releasing her wrist as his hands balled into fists at his sides.

	How dare Jenn do this to him! It was one thing to refuse to help rescue Scott, but what she had done was quite another. She had attacked him, fought alongside men who wanted him dead, and killed good men to protect the Mayor of all people!

	It wasn’t like her. It was unthinkable!

	He stalked down street after street, fury burning his chest. Soon, even Kathryn had to hurry to keep up with him as he turned at random. A part of him hoped, desperately, that someone would try to rob him. There was nothing that would satisfy him more than to feel bones crack beneath his fists.

	“Liam,” Kathryn called.

	He didn’t reply. He didn’t even bother turning around.

	“Liam!” she repeated, more insistently.

	“What?” he roared. Anger flaring, he spun on his heel. “What do—”

	Jenn stood at the far end of the alley, vines extended upward and outward from her slender frame like a spider’s legs. They did not cling to either side of the building, but rather lightly dragged against the crumbling brick as one might with fingers. Liam watched her approach in silence, fighting down one burst of emotion after another.

	Jenn stopped short, easily a dozen paces away. For a long time, neither of them spoke.

	“Did you know it was me?” Liam asked, at last.

	Jenn shook her head.

	“Would it have stopped you?” he asked.

	It took far longer for Jenn to answer. When at last she did, it was in a quiet voice.

	“The Militia is dangerous, Liam,” she said. “Maybe not the ordinary members, but the leaders definitely are. The Mayor knows they want to overthrow him. If those weapons wind up in the wrong hands…”

	“Whose hands?” Liam snapped. “The Militia already has guns. So do the Occs. The only ones who don’t are the people who live here. Those guns will help protect them from the Occs!”

	“They don’t need them yet. They don’t even know the Occs are coming.”

	“Because of him!”

	“He had to.” Jenn’s voice had taken on a hard, almost steely tone. But, behind her, her extended vines had begun to writhe agitatedly. “If the people thought the Occs were coming, it would cause panic. The Militia thinks the people would fight, but they’re wrong! The people would riot and flee and die. That’s what the Militia wants—so they can take over! The Mayor is doing what he’s doing to protect them, Liam!”

	“Bullshit,” Liam said. “He’s lying to them. He’s making Hunters. He’s taking away their ability to protect themselves. That’s exactly what the Occs do.”

	“And?” Jenn said. Her eyes were narrow as she glared at Liam. “He’s doing what he has to. And if that’s what it takes to defeat the Occs when they come, you ought to thank him.”

	“Why don’t you thank him for me?” Liam spat, putting just enough inflection on the word to make his meaning clear.

	Jenn froze, her eyes going wide as if he’d slapped her. For a moment, she looked ready to attack him. Then, without a word or glance, she whirled and sprinted away. After a dozen or so steps, her outstretched vines managed to reach a few small outcroppings on the adjacent buildings and carried her swiftly aloft.

	Liam watched her go, breathing heavily. Intellectually, he knew he ought to worry and regret his words. He and Jenn had never spoken to one another in such a fashion, even during their worst moments. But even so, he could not seem to displace the tidal wave of anger burning a hole in his chest. The implicit betrayal in what Jenn had done stung too much to deal with at the moment.

	He couldn’t go back. Not right now. He doubted Jenn would return to the barracks, but the possibility was too painful to consider. If she attempted to climb into bed alongside him, he didn’t know what he’d do. And, if she didn’t, he had even less of a notion how he’d feel.

	Plus, the very last thing he wanted to do at the moment was face Woods and Natasha and have to explain that his lover, the woman who’d cause so much strife at the gate, had turned against the Militia and decided to aid the Mayor.

	He was tired. There would be time tomorrow.

	Liam exhaled slowly, then turned back to Kathryn. She stood silently in his shadow, watching him and wearing a thin-lipped, appropriately sympathetic smile.

	“Let’s go, Kat,” he said. “Are you tired?”

	Kathryn shook her head. “Not tired,” she said, softly.

	“Me neither,” he admitted. Glancing up at the cloudy sky, he began the work of orienting himself in the unfamiliar city. Even if he managed to do so properly, he knew it would be a long time until he managed to locate his destination. Hopefully, the walk would tire him out.

	And if not, well, there were other ways.

	“Come on,” he said, finally. “I know a place.”

	 

	***

	 


 

	The Militia safehouse was exactly as cold, musty, and filthy as Liam expected from a brothel basement. Nevertheless, at the moment, there was no place he would rather have been.

	The madam had eyed him skeptically when he announced the reason for his visit. No doubt, given his age, sex, and traveling companion, she’d expected him to be visiting for an entirely different reason. Still, after a close inspection of his ripped and bloodstained shirt, she’d led him to a back room, and from there onto a well-hidden set of stairs beneath a closet full of foul-smelling linens.

	The room below was dark and stale, with little more than a broken bed, a chamber pot, and a small table with a candle. The woman had reluctantly lit the candle before asking Liam how long he expected to remain. She seemed relieved, if suspicious, to hear that he expected only the one night, but wished him a prompt farewell and advised him not to go prowling through the brothel unless he wanted a knife between his ribs.

	To his relief, Liam soon discovered that the safehouse door latched from the inside and was the correct height to be further barred by his unloaded rifle. Unfortunately, during his return trip down the poorly lit staircase, he also discovered that the room was not entirely soundproofed. The moans from the whore and patrons above were not loud, thankfully, but they were audible enough to bring a blush to his cheeks.

	Pacing, more to distract himself from the noise than anything else, he quickly discovered it was almost disconcertingly easy to fall back into his earlier anger. Memories of Jenn’s words, of the javelins she’d driven into his chest, and of the cries of the men who’d been gunned down by the Mayor’s men filled his head. And with them, just as powerfully, came the inevitable regrets.

	If only Liam had gone to help open the depot door…. He’d been the first one into the place for obvious reasons, why hadn’t he thought to be the first one out? It would have cost him nothing. And, if not for his simple laziness, a man would now be alive. Why in the hell hadn’t he—

	“Liam?” came Kathryn’s voice, surprisingly quiet. She sat on the broken bed, legs folded beneath her and hands on her knees. In the candlelight, she appeared almost angelic. “Food?”

	As if on cue, Liam’s stomach growled in reply. He grimaced, then did so a second time at the memory of the fruit he’d left in his pack at the barracks. In all the excitement of preparation and exploring the city, he realized he’d eaten virtually nothing since morning.

	“Sorry, Kat,” he said. “I don’t have anything.”

	This time, it was Kathryn’s stomach that growled. She doubled over slightly, wrapping her arms around her stomach. To Liam’s relief, her shy smile made it clear that embarrassment, not discomfort was the reason. Not that it made him feel any less guilty when she pointed up at the ceiling and asked again, “Food?”

	“I don’t have any bits,” Liam said. Making his way to the bed, he sat beside Kathryn and tried unsuccessfully to position his legs identically to hers. “Unless you mean you want to eat the madam? Either way, no. Sorry.”

	“Is okay,” Kathryn assured him. Scooting closer, she rested her head on his shoulder. “Not big hunger. Small hunger only.”

	“That’s good.”

	For a long moment, the two of them sat in silence, Kathryn’s head resting on his shoulder. Slowly, as if trying to pet a skittish animal, she slipped her arm around Liam’s.

	“Liam fight Jenn,” Kathryn murmured. “Jenn fight Liam. Liam feel bad, sad, angry. Big angry. Kat sorry.”

	Liam sighed. He’d hoped that the nuances of his fight with Jenn might be too obscure for Kathryn to discern, but she’d obviously deduced the basics. It was an unwelcome complication. It was far easier to think of her as a child or, if he was being honest, a sort of feral, half-sentient animal. To be suddenly reminded that Kathryn was a person capable of sympathy brought a lump to his throat.

	“Thanks,” he whispered. “I just… don’t get it. How could she do this? Without even talking to me?”

	Kathryn nodded, but Liam no longer cared if she understood him or not. Speaking aloud had flared the coals of anger in his chest and each passing second fanned them further.

	“I mean, who knows what she might have told him?” he raged through gritted teeth. “If she’d go this far, how do we know she hasn’t told him about us? About the Militia’s plans? She heard plenty on the way into the city.”

	Liam’s fists shook where they rested against his knees. It took a great deal of self-control not to leap to his feet once again. And nearly as much not to march back to the garrison, barge in on the Colonel, and demand she send him to put a bullet through the Mayor’s skull.

	He could do it. He doubted Jenn could kill him even if she wanted to, how much less could the Mayor’s men hope to stop him? Given enough ammunition, there was not a person on the planet he could not reach, eventually.

	It was the renewed growling of Kathryn’s stomach that woke him from his revenge fantasy. Without even glancing at her, he tugged open the collar of his shirt, wincing as the dried blood on his shirt pulled a few hairs free of his chest.

	“Here,” he said. “Blood-secret.”

	Kathryn climbed obediently into his lap, wiping at his neck with small, cool fingers. Then, without warning or hesitation, she bit down hard into the meat above his shoulder. Liam grunted, wincing as the white-hot pain raced up his collar, then down his spine. Now, as always, the pain of Kathryn’s fangs remained the one lasting pain available to him. And, compared to the brief, unsatisfying ache of punching walls, it was good expiation, indeed.

	Liam sighed in satisfaction as Kathryn’s tongue began to flutter against his skin, lapping up the leaked blood. Though he always took a sort of perverse pleasure in the pain her feedings caused, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d so desperately needed the outlet it provided. Before he even knew what he was doing, he found his hands wrapped around her, clawing gently at her back. It was not a rough sort of touch, just enough to jostle her and send another delightful jolt of heat arcing through his nerves. 

	Soft moaning filled his ears and it took Liam a moment to realize that, no, it was not sound trickling down from the brothel above. Kathryn writhed in his lap, gently enough to keep him from recoiling, but not so gently that he could not feel the warmth and softness of her body grinding against him.

	For a moment, Liam nearly pushed her away on instinct alone. Then, with a horrible sense of resignation, he knew he would not.

	Jenn had double-crossed him. She had pushed him away. She had, in an almost literal sense, broken his heart. So why in the world would he reject the woman before him?

	Twisting his head to draw forth more of the deliciously electric ache, Liam tightened his arms around Kathryn’s back and pulled her forcefully against his chest. The woman gasped, breath hot on his neck as her fangs popped free of his neck in a wet squelch of blood and flesh.

	“No,” Liam growled. “Don’t stop biting.”

	Kathryn moaned softly, hips continuing to grind and sway enticingly against him. With a sharp inhalation, she bit down once more.

	Liam shuddered, body going rigid as another wave of pain burned down his flank. Mind racing from one indistinct thought to another, he grasped Kathryn by the hips and pulled her down, hard, against his growing erection. Petite though she might be, her body was far from childish. Even through the thick fabric of his trousers, Liam could feel the warmth and softness of her sex against him.

	His hands roamed higher, desperate to explore every inch of Kathryn’s untouched body. She’d teased him with it for weeks, offering tantalizing glimpses at every available opportunity. And now, when there was no longer anything holding him back from seizing ahold of it, he intended to plunder everything she had to offer.

	Kathryn’s breasts were small, but smooth and firm in his hands. Liam could feel the stiffness of her nipples even through the fabric of her dress and he rolled them against his palms, laughing openly as she shuddered with obvious delight. Her voice escaped against his neck as a strangled whimper. She no longer made any attempt to drink his blood, it was all she could do to keep her fangs in his skin as he touched her.

	“You want this,” Liam teased. Trailing his hands back down her sides, he slipped his fingers beneath the hem of her skirts. Kathryn’s thighs trembled against his palms, spreading as she fought to drive his hands further toward her bare hips. “You’ve wanted this for a long time.”

	Unable to answer with her words, Kathryn whimpered affirmatively and nodded. The slight movement drove her fangs deeper into Liam’s neck and he rewarded her with both an approving groan and by sliding his hands further up under her dress. Cradling her backside, he squeezed gently at her supple body, marveling at her responsiveness. Even without approaching her pussy, he could feel the heat of it and slickness leaking down her thighs.

	“You want to be touched,” he said. Sliding his hands up to her hips, he allowed his thumbs to travel down the creases formed by her inner thighs. With every inch he traveled, his fingertips drew nearer to Kathryn’s mound and the more urgent her shuddering became.

	Liam’s fingers reached the apex of Kathryn’s thighs. In a heartbeat, the similarities to Jenn’s body struck him like a physical blow. Gritting his teeth, he wrenched his head to the side to drive the thoughts away with pain.

	Kathryn’s folds were hot and slick and crowned with thin wisps of hair. Unlike Jenn’s however, the hair between Kathryn’s legs was silky and every bit as delicate to the touch as the stuff atop her head.

	No sooner had Liam’s fingers brushed her sensitive flesh than Kathryn began to move. Her hips bucked, grinding her clit against his palm with unabashed enthusiasm. He indulged her for a time, arching and angling his palm to allow her more friction. And, if the panting against his shoulder was any indication, his efforts did not go unnoticed.

	“L-Liam!” Kathryn whimpered. Her fangs slipped free of his neck and she lapped broadly at the remaining blood with her tongue and trembling lips. Then, she buried her face against his neck, wrapped her thin, delicate arms around his shoulders, and began to moan.

	The novelty of her body was such that Liam didn’t think to interrupt her. He allowed Kathryn to grind against his hand, coating it with the slickness of her dripping sex. Then, after an appropriate delay, he maneuvered his fingers into place and on her next makeshift thrust, slipped once gently inside her.

	Kathryn cried out softly, suddenly going very still. Her hips trembled, her body rigid from head to toe. Only her insides continued to move in any real way; her slick, velvety walls squeezing down on the invading digit.

	He curled his finger, using it to stroke her sensitive spots in a way experience told him she would appreciate. And appreciate it she did. With a heaving moan, Kathryn sagged against him, hips spasming as she clumsily attempted to mash her clit against his wrist, his body, anything that might provide a hint of stimulation. Holding her firmly in place, Liam denied her that. Only his finger continued to move, permitting her nothing but the promise of future pleasure. 

	“No, you don’t,” he murmured. Pressing upward with his finger, he guided her hips up, away from his body. “Stay like that.”

	Kathryn whined, deep in her throat, but nodded. Almost absentmindedly, her hands clawed at her dress, bunching and hiking it to expose herself to him. Then, apparently unsatisfied by that alone, she frantically tugged it off and tossed it aside. Standing naked before him, Kathryn’s familiar, impish smile returned for just a moment.

	Liam studied her body with a grin of his own. He’d seen Kathryn naked, or almost naked, more times than he could count. The girl seemed to take an almost exhibitionist pleasure in trying to reveal herself to him, but this was the first time he’d seen her that he hadn’t immediately averted his gaze. And to his surprise, the thrill that came from rejecting those honed instincts was nearly as satisfying as the pain of Kathryn’s bite had been.

	Let Jenn do what she wanted; he would do as he pleased, too.

	Easing his finger free of Kathryn’s pussy, Liam ignored the girl’s whimper of protest as he fumbled with his clothes. His trousers were tight and in the poorly lit basement, it took him an infuriatingly long time to find and untie the knots that held it. When at last he’d managed it, however, his erection popped free with a satisfying ache and anticipation.

	“Come here,” he said. Grabbing one of Kathryn’s legs, just above the knee, he dragged her back down onto the mattress. She joined him without protest, though her breath was coming in short, shaky gasps. Trembling with obvious anticipation, she allowed Liam to guide her into place above his lap.

	“You know how this works?” he asked.

	Kathryn nodded. Her cheeks were red and her pupils dilated. Grasping his shoulders, she allowed Liam to guide her hips down until the head of his cock reached her tight, amply lubricated folds.

	He pressed up with his hips, gently easing Kathryn’s down at the same moment. He felt the strain of her body as her lips parted, struggling to accommodate his shaft. A finger had been easy enough, if tight, but his member was quite another story. He felt a brief flash of worry that she would not be able to take him, after all. But then, gradually, her tightness relaxed and he felt the tip of him glide ever-so-slightly inside her.

	Kathryn panted, fingers digging painfully into the meat of Liam’s shoulders. Her face was downcast, no doubt to hide any discomfort from him.

	He couldn’t blame her. She’d wanted this for so long; if he stopped things now, her disappointment would have been devastating.

	“Kathryn?” he said softly, forcing himself not to grit his teeth. “Are you sure you—”

	Groaning, Kathryn forced her hips down towards him.

	And, in a slow, inexorable motion, the last of Kathryn’s defenses melted away and she swallowed him to the hilt. Liam moaned as the petite woman’s insides constricted around his shaft. She did as well, but even her delighted whimper did not diminish his carnal hunger. Bracing his heels against the basement floor, he grasped her hips and drew her roughly down against him.

	Kathryn cried out again. Her nails were like knives as they dug into the skin of Liam’s back.

	He rolled without warning, using his strength and size to maneuver Kathryn onto her back without bothering to withdraw his member. She gazed up at him as he pinned her wrists, eyes widening with the sudden understanding that she could do nothing but stare helplessly up at him. And yet, as wide as her eyes grew, there was no mistaking the lust that clouded them also.

	“Liam,” she whispered huskily. “F—”

	He didn’t bother letting her finish. Arching his back, Liam thrust hard, marveling at the tightness of Kathryn’s cunt.

	After a single buck of his hips, Kathryn’s legs rose to encircle the small of his back. After the second, she buried her face against his chest. And by the third, Kathryn was little more than a puddle beneath him.

	She had, in a way, almost ceased to exist in Liam’s eyes. Where once there had been a bloodthirsty, human-shaped bundle of appetites and temptations, there now existed only a quivering mound of flesh—a tight hole that served only to milk the seed from his cock.

	She was putty in his hands and fuck if he didn’t want to break her.

	Unfortunately for his baser urges, Kathryn’s unfamiliar body did not give him the chance. Stiffening beneath him, she came with a sharp cry. And, as a wave of shuddering overtook her, Liam could not help but be the least bit disappointed.

	He had wanted to make her squirm, to beg him for every drop of pleasure he doled out. But, as he drew back and watched the thrashing pleasure displayed on Kathryn’s face, Liam felt his heart soften.

	There was an almost childlike innocence to Kathryn’s expressions, not that he appreciated the reminder while presently balls-deep inside her. But the truth remained.

	Leaning forward, Liam kissed her gently on the brow and then the lips. Kathryn’s eyes opened at the latter and she gazed up at him amid orgasmic aftershocks and quiet, satisfied giggles.

	“Love Liam,” she croaked. “Kathryn—I… love you, Liam.”

	The words staggered him, both in content and the uncharacteristic delivery, but almost certainly not in the way Kathryn had intended. The woman’s words, however sweetly voiced, brought to mind nothing but the countless times they’d been uttered by another.

	Growling, Liam pushed away both the memories and the words that had prompted them. He kissed Kathryn again, hard and passionately, and grinned as her mouth yielded to his with a breathy moan.

	Grabbing a fistful of her too-soft hair, Liam forced her head back against the thin, uneven mattress. Kathryn panted, not even bothering to resist him. Instead, her eyes glazed over as she rolled her hips against him, teasing herself with his shaft.

	“Like that, do you?” Liam growled.

	He trailed a hand down the length of Kathryn’s body, savoring the varied textures he encountered along the way. All of it, from the puckering of her lips, the warm, frantic pulse in her narrow throat, the stiffness of her rosy nipples and undersized breasts, and the nest of downy pubic hair tickling his thighs, it all served to make him harder than he had any business being.

	Based on the redness of her cheeks, Kathryn did not seem in any fit state to reply to his question. Nevertheless, she made a valiant effort, arching her back to thrust her breasts and mound against Liam’s fingers as they passed over her.

	“Liam, plea—” she whined.

	He interrupted her with a thrust, and in the brief span in which Kathryn’s eyes fluttered shut, Liam pounced. He dove forward, taking the meat of her neck in his teeth in a grotesque imitation of her feeding.

	He bit down, gently, of course, but hard enough to make Kathryn shake and to drag a halting gasp from her lungs.

	Liam held her there, kept motionless by his teeth, his hand in her hair, and his cock, until the desire to move grew too demanding to ignore. Growling again, this time into her neck, he pounded his captive lover with short, almost brutal thrusts. He lost track of how long he ravished her, pausing occasionally to catch his breath. He knew only that Kathryn gasped and moaned throughout his rough treatment, and that finally, when his climax arrived, it was the powerful sort that deafened him with the sound of his own furious heartbeat.

	Groaning against Kathryn’s throat, he rocked against her as his cock throbbed and flooded her with seed. There seemed to be no end to it and Liam closed his eyes as he gave himself over to the pleasant forgetfulness his orgasm offered.

	Liam’s arms were shaky and weak from propping himself up by the time he recovered sufficiently to move. Pulling free of Kathryn’s sloppy, well-bred pussy, he flopped onto his side.

	The woman snuggled close, resting her cheek on his chest with a contented sigh. Then, after a few seconds, she squealed delightedly and began to squeeze him in a tight embrace.

	“Liam!” she cried gleefully. “Love you! Love, love!”

	He didn’t reply. Instead, he reached over an wrapped an arm around the girl, holding her close enough to hide the sudden weariness on his face.

	He’d expected to feel conflicted, now that the moment had passed and the deed was done. He’d expected guilt to fill the spaces in his mind and chest that arousal had once filled. Instead, he felt nothing, just a cold, uncaring emptiness.

	It was a relief, in some ways. He would much rather feel nothing than something. It would be easier in the short term.

	And if not in the long term… at least it would let him sleep.

	 

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	When Liam woke, it was to nothing more than Kathryn astride him, urgently shaking him. The sight of her startled him, but he recovered quickly and forced a smile.

	Kathryn did not smile back. Instead, she pointed upward at the ceiling.

	“Occs,” she said.

	Liam leapt from the bed, aware of the basement’s chill but hardly feeling it as he dressed faster than he’d ever done before. All the while, his ears strained for any hint of conversation from the brothel above. He heard little, but none of the screams or shouts that would have given away the presence of invaders.

	He glanced at Kathryn, brows rising.

	“You’re sure?” he asked, in a voice barely above a whisper.

	“No Occs here,” Kathryn corrected quickly, still pointing upward. She gestured widely, as if indicating the space around the building—or the city more broadly. “Here. Walls. Trees. Occs.”

	“They’ve reached the city?” he asked.

	Kathryn nodded urgently, flashing a brief, confirmative grin. “Yes. City.”

	Liam breathed a brief sigh of relief. If the Occs were at the gates, it would be safe to go outside without risking an encounter with the Mayor’s forces. Hopefully, no one in the militia would confront him about his disappearance the night before and he could rejoin their ranks without incident. And even if they did, he could honestly say that he’d gone looking for Jenn to try and bring her back to their side. No one could fault him there.

	“Let’s go,” he said. “I need to find some ammo.”

	The brothel was, unsurprisingly, almost completely abandoned as they emerged from the hidden basement. The madam was not in her room and yelped in surprise as he stepped out into the main parlor. She sat behind the bar, alongside another man with whom she’d been speaking. At the first sight of him, both she and her conversation partner had spun, leveling an antique-looking shotgun and a crossbow, respectively.

	Grimacing, Liam raised his hand.

	“It’s fine, Dennis,” the madam said, lowering her shotgun. “He spent the night. I just forgot he was down there.”

	Dennis was not so quick to agree, but he eventually lowered his weapon as well. Scowling, he sipped from a glass sitting on the bar. His eyes never left Liam, even when Kathryn tip-toed out into the parlor after him. 

	“Thank you,” Liam said, looking awkwardly around the mostly empty room. The door had been barred with a heavy, wooden plank and painted, steel shutters pulled flat to cover the windows. “Do you know what’s going on?”

	“Occs,” the madam said simply. She jerked her head toward the door. “Someone said they attacked the western gate. Don’t know what happened, but the shooting stopped a minute ago. Hope that means we won.”

	“Thank you,” Liam said again. He eyed the locked door. “Can we leave?”

	“Nobody’d think twice if you stayed,” the madam said. Her eyes flickered toward Kathryn, who stood silently in Liam’s shadow. “The Occs aren’t known to be kind to gals.”

	Liam chuckled and reached back to ruffle Kathryn’s hair. It was even more disheveled than usual.

	“Likewise,” he said. “This one’s killed more Occs than I have.”

	The madam eyed the two of them skeptically, then shrugged and came around the bar to unlock the door for them.

	“Suit yer’selves,” she said. “But you two stay safe. It’s a hard world out there.”

	“But not here?” Liam muttered as he stepped out onto the street. He hadn’t meant for the madam to hear him, but she laughed.

	“Different sort ‘a hard,” she said. “Good luck.”

	Liam breathed deeply as the door shut behind them and he heard the sound of the wooden lock falling back into place. The streets were empty, almost unnervingly so, and even the scant windows seemed to have been closed and barred to the last. Though the residents were undoubtedly taking shelter, the lack of gunfire in the air made it seem as though the city had simply been deserted overnight.

	“Let’s check the western gate,” Liam said, glancing up to orient himself. The sun had risen sufficiently to render the sky an orange-blue, streaked with silver clouds, and he angled himself toward the darkest section of it.

	At his side, Kathryn took his hand, made a quiet note of agreement, and then took off at a near-sprint, dragging Liam down the streets in her wake. He attempted to navigate for them, but soon discovered that Kathryn’s sense of direction greatly outstripped his—so much so that he almost could have believed that she’d visited the city before.

	It took only a few minutes for them to near the wall, and Liam felt his anxiety grow as the scent of smoke and gunpowder grew noticeable. Even knowing that he had no ammunition left, he pulled the rifle from his shoulder and held it readily. If they encountered enemies, he’d much prefer that they target him first, rather than Kathryn.

	But, as it turned out, there were no enemies to battle, only rows and rows of the wounded and dead. Where once there had been slums, there was now only a makeshift hospital. Dozens of groaning men, boys, and a handful of women lay on unevenly spaced sheets in the morning light. An equal number of would-be physicians huddled around them, moving from patient to patient and doing their best to bandage wounds.

	Nearer the wall, close to a hundred armed soldiers eyed a few partially collapsed sections or moved rubble from one stack to another. The majority of the men wore the greys of the Mayor’s men, but there were two dozen or so Militiamen who labored on their own near a different section of fractured wall.

	For a moment, Liam almost headed for the militiamen. Then he grimaced, slung his rifle back over his shoulder, and dragged Kathryn in the direction of the hospital. Pushing his way through a cluster of medics, he held out an arm for Kathryn to bite. She did immediately. And ignoring the protests of the approaching men, he dribbled a thin trickle of blood onto the torn, partially bandaged chest of the unconscious man before him.

	The wound sizzled audibly, as if he splashed water onto a fire-heated stone, and then healed visibly with a fresh layer of pink skin. This miracle was greeted with appropriate gasps and murmurs of astonishment from the nearby men.

	Wiping the smeared blood from his arm, Liam held the limb up to reveal that Kathryn’s bite had healed as well.

	“Let’s start with the most serious injuries,” he announced. “I don’t know if I have enough to heal all of them completely, but I can at least keep anyone else from dying.”

	What followed was an astonishing flurry of activity that actually dizzied Liam. The men ushered him from bed to bed, practically shoving him into place and spouting a non-stop stream of encouragement to keep him bleeding and Kathryn biting. In his wake, he left a trail of speedily recovering men. Some had other injuries, of course, but many of those with one severe wound climbed to their feet and began to follow the crowd of doctors with Liam and Kathryn at its center. Soon, the commotion grew too much for even the soldiers at the wall to ignore and dozens of them stepped away to join the throng.

	Liam stumbled, light-headed and overwhelmed by the press of humanity on every side. Kathryn seemed overwhelmed too. She clung to his arm for dear life, face buried against his chest and nails digging into the meat of his bicep.

	“Alright, alright! Back! Let him breathe! I said back, you sons of bitches!”

	Liam looked up at the sound of the familiar voice and sighed with relief to discover Andrew wading through the crowd, pulling medics, soldiers, and freshly healed patients away in the process. He grinned as he met Liam’s eye, but it was an exasperated sort of smile. Fortunately, by the time he drew near enough to touch Liam directly, all but the dozen or so most insistent medics had been dispersed to an appropriate distance.

	“Well, I’ll be damned,” Andrew said. “Fancy meeting you here, Liam. Guess you heard about what happened!”

	Shrugging away from the many hands trying to steer him onward, Liam reached out and grasped the sergeant’s hand.

	“Slept through it, actually,” he admitted. “But I’m here now. What happened? Looks like we won.”

	“Won?” Andrew echoed, darkly. “Fuck, I doubt we fired a single shot. Occs hit us, cracked the wall like it was a damn eggshell, and then pulled back. Don’t know if they were testing us or just wanted folks to know they’re here. Either way, I’m guessing they’re smirking like a motherfucker right about now.”

	“Oh,” Liam said. The good feeling in his gut that had appeared in tandem with Andrew vanished. “So, what do we do now?”

	“First, you finish healing the last couple casualties. Then, we get you the hell away from here before anyone realizes what’s going on.”

	It was the second item in Andrew’s list that prompted the outcry from the nearby medics. Apparently, they objected to being deprived of such a fantastically useful surgical tool. But, before any of them could voice their objections openly, Andrew drew his pistol from its holster and held it, pointedly, at his waist with such a casual demeanor that nobody dared argue the point. Even Liam, surprised though he was to see Andrew pronounce such a threat, felt no need to question him further on the subject.

	Not publically, at least.

	Liam’s mind was racing so fast that the final few patients seemed to take no time at all. Before he even knew what was happening, Andrew’s arm was around his shoulder. The man steered him away from the crowd and the wall, gently suggesting with the barrel of his revolver that the medics would be better off caring for their swiftly recovering patients than following them away from the battlefield. And, for their part, neither Liam nor Kathryn felt inclined to disagree.

	“Damn fool,” Andrew growled once they were safely out of both eye and earshot. “I mean, you’ve got a good heart, Liam. Don’t get me wrong. But damn you can be stupid.”

	Liam bristled at the insults and felt his eyes narrow. Setting his jaw, he tried to step toward the man, only to find Kathryn holding tight to his arm.

	“What do you mean?” he asked.

	“Woods told me what happened last night. At the depot.”

	Liam felt a flush of embarrassment heat his face and neck. He set his jaw, doing his best to appear both apologetic and confident.

	“Jenn was helping Mayor’s men,” he explained. “I had to try and talk to her.”

	“That’s not what—wait! What? Jenn was… what are you talking about?”

	Liam frowned. He had assumed Andrew was chastising him for sneaking away instead of returning to the garrison with the other militiamen. But if he really didn’t know….

	He explained quickly. Even the quick summary, skimming over virtually everything Jenn had said to him, was enough to rekindle the fire of his anger. And, in the warm, self-satisfaction of that indignation, he was only too pleased to feel the firmness of Kathryn’s breasts squeezed tight against his arm where she clung to him. That was the only pleasure he could find in the conversation, however. The more he explained, the more the color drained from Andrew’s face. By the end of Liam’s recounting, he had slumped against the wall, a hand on his head.

	“I knew it,” Andrew growled, at last. “I knew that rat bastard did something. Fuck! I should have said something.”

	“What happened?” Liam demanded. “What did he do to Jenn?”

	Kathryn tensed at the mention of Jenn’s name, her nails digging into his skin. Liam winced, shrugging into a more comfortable position, then returned his steely gaze to Andrew.

	“Nothing,” the man said. “That’s why it surprised me. He just talked to her. You know, how everything he did was for the good of the city, necessary to stop the Occs… the usual bullshit. I didn’t think she believed it.”

	“Apparently, she did.”

	“You didn’t talk to her after we got back? I thought she went straight to the barracks?”

	“She did. We… uh… argued. She said the Mayor is working on some sort of weapon, something that could defeat the Occs permanently. She said it was more important than rescuing Scott. Or us.”

	Andrew did not reply right away. When he at last did, he spoke in a quiet voice. “Damn,” he said. “That’s cold of her.”

	“You don’t say.”

	Andrew shook himself and the light in his eyes changed from melancholic to purposeful. “Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to ask you about. Where did you go last night? Woods said you just disappeared!”

	Liam shrugged. 

	“I guess I did,” he said. “After everything with Jenn, I didn’t want to go back to the barracks. I wasn’t sure if she’d be there, so I went to the safehouse Woods told me about.”

	“They’re not your private, little clubhou—!” Andrew snapped, then stopped short. He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Nevermind. You should get back there. It’ll be safer.”

	“Why?”

	“Why? Because half the city has seen you by now, dumbass! Woods said you survived getting impaled! And then, you go and show off your enhancement in front of a crowd of the Mayor’s men!  You didn’t think anyone would put the two together?”

	Again, Liam felt his face growing hot. He wanted to offer a biting retort—something about how he didn’t see Andrew saving any lives—but soon thought better of it. The man was right; Liam hadn’t been very cunning. So he remained silent, grinding his teeth and waiting for the man to continue speaking.

	“Like I said,” Andrew sighed. “You’ve got a good heart, Liam. You’re just a damn fool. Come on, let’s get you back in the safehouse before folks work up the courage to come out of hiding.”

	Liam nodded silently, following the man without a word. Then, after a few seconds, Andrew hesitated and glanced back at him.

	“Which safehouse did Woods show you?”

	Liam froze, taken aback. He hadn’t considered the possibility that there might be multiple locations, though it seemed obvious now.

	“Uh, it was beneath a brothel?” he supplied.

	Andrew sighed again. “Of course it was that one. Come on, if we’re quick about it, I imagine we can even grab a bite to eat before the place fills up again.”

	True to Andrew’s words, the brothel was still deserted by the time they arrived. It took a few minutes of knocking, and a brief face-to-barrel encounter with the madam’s shotgun before the door was opened for them, but Liam and Kathryn soon found themselves seated at the bar. They ate ravenously as Andrew spoke in a hushed voice with the madam. Healing so many had left Liam ravenous and he did not even taste the food he shoveled into his mouth. He spent most of the meal watching Kathryn eat with similar intensity, and did not even notice until his stomach was full to bursting that Dennis, the madam’s apparent guard, had been glaring at him the entire time.

	Liam nodded to man, then looked for Andrew. To his surprise, the man had wandered to the far corner of the parlor, and gestured emphatically to the madam. The woman had her arms folded and shook her head constantly, regardless of whether or not Andrew was speaking.

	Liam rose, intending to interject himself into the conversation, when a grunt from Dennis stopped him in his tracks.

	“Nuh uh,” the man said. He pointed a thumb at Liam’s chair. “You stay right there.”

	“Why?” Liam demanded.

	He never got an answer, as Andrew trotted back over toward him. The man was scowling and there was a vein bulging in his neck, but he made an admirable attempt at a smile regardless.

	“You two should head down,” he said. “I’ll stick around and keep an eye on things. Just… shout if you need anything.”

	“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Liam asked. “What if the Occs—”

	“It’s fine,” Andrew said quickly. “It’s just for a little bit. A precaution. I’ll come get you if anything happens.”

	Liam wanted to argue further, but Andrew was so distracted he wouldn’t even look directly at Liam. Instead, he chewed his thumbnail and tapped an anxious foot against the leg of Liam’s barstool.

	“Okay,” Liam said, on edge and unable to pinpoint exactly why. “Be safe. Come on, Kat.”

	“I’m Kat,” Kathryn reminded them.

	Liam found himself clutching his unloaded rifle as he made his way through the madam’s room toward the hidden stairs. Something was off. Every bit of the whole situation proclaimed some sort of trap—no matter how ridiculous the idea might be.

	Evidently, even Kathryn felt something was amiss. She clung to the tail of Liam’s shirt with a hand, the other vanishing inside a pocket, no doubt to retrieve the knife it held. They descended the stairs together, wincing at the creaking of the stairs and holding open the door to keep the pale, morning light trickling in.

	 The motion, when at last it came, was almost a relief. And, at the very least, it explained both Andrew’s conversation with the madam and his apparent willingness to offer Liam up as a sacrifice.

	Jenn emerged from a darkened corner, vines wrapped tightly around her body in the form of thick armor. She studied Liam in silence, arms folded, and did not even glance in Kathryn’s direction. Then, striking a match, she lit the room’s solitary candle and set it on the bedside table. Face blank and unreadable, she seated herself on the edge of the very bed Liam had shared with Kathryn the night before.

	“We need to talk,” Jenn said.

	 

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	Liam folded his arms as he stared Jenn down. The sight of her brought an onslaught of fresh emotions to the forefront of his mind. That much, he had expected; what he had not expected was Kathryn’s reaction.

	Hissing, Kathryn swept past Liam’s side and leapt to the bottom of the stairs. Liam grabbed for her arm, intent on stopping her before she could leap, but he needn’t have bothered. Kathryn did not lunge or attack. Instead, she planted herself in front of Liam and stretched out her arms to shield him.

	“No,” she growled. “Jenn hurt Liam. No talk. Leave.”

	Jenn laughed dryly. She stepped forward, vines peeling from the frame of her armor like so many waking serpents.

	“I think you should leave, Kathryn,” she said. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

	“Enough,” Liam said. Brushing past Kathryn to shield her in turn, he glared at Jenn with the full force of his anger. “Threaten her again and…”

	And what, exactly? He’d teach her a lesson? The absurdity of it stopped his words.

	Fortunately, he didn’t need to finish his indeterminate warning. Jenn withstood his glare for a few seconds, then practically wilted before his eyes. Her vines returned to their designated spots as she averted her gaze.

	“Sorry,” she said, with uncharacteristic meekness. “I, uh, I really do just want to talk.”

	The suddenness of her submission took Liam aback. He glanced between the two women, then set a gentle hand on Kathryn’s shoulder.

	“Wait upstairs, please,” he said.

	Based on her squawked protest, Kathryn had not anticipated this outcome. Grasping his hand, she stared at him in bewilderment.

	“Liam! But—!”

	“Please,” he repeated.

	Kathryn stared at him a moment longer, until a desperate, high-pitched whine escaped her throat. Before he could even attempt to reassure her, she turned and mounted the stairs two and three at a time. This was followed, unsurprisingly, by the slamming of the door.

	Sighing as the basement was cast into greater darkness, Liam cautiously made his way toward the candle’s dim light.

	“You’re lucky she didn’t hit you,” Jenn said. Even with her face mostly hidden in shadow, Liam could hear her smile.

	“You’re lucky she didn’t hit you,” he replied.

	Jenn snorted softly. “That makes her the lucky one then. Guess we’ll never find out who’d win that fight.”

	“Guess not.”

	He sat at the head of the bed, several feet from Jenn. For a moment, they simply abided in silence, until Jenn reclined with a grimace. Her hand lay limply outstretched in his general direction and for a brief moment, Liam was seized by an irrational desire to reach out and take it.

	“What happened, Liam?” Jenn said. “Why is this… why are we fighting?”

	He took her hand. Jenn flinched, as if she had not expected him to actually touch her, but the corner of her mouth curled into a sad smile.

	“I don’t know,” he said. “This place is strange. Things were easier before.”

	“They were,” she agreed. It was a moment before she continued. “I want to help people, Liam.”

	“So d—”

	“I know you do too,” she said, talking over him. “But, please. If you’ll just talk to the Mayor. Hear what he has to say and you’ll understand.”

	Liam clenched his teeth and waited for the searing anger in his throat to subside. Everything always seemed to come down to that bastard. And after everything that had happened, Liam could not imagine a person he’d like to speak with less.

	“His men tried to kill me,” he reminded her. “They took you away from me.”

	“I know,” Jenn said. “But you’re alive. And I’m here now.”

	Growling, Liam yanked his hand away from Jenn’s. Standing, he paced the room in a huff. It didn’t help much, but navigating by the light of only a single candle was just distracting enough to take the edge off his anger.

	“If I do this,” he said, slowly. “And don’t like what the Mayor has to say, then what?”

	“Then that’s the end of it,” Jenn said without hesitation. “We’ll do whatever you decide. We can go look for Scott, join the militia, or just hide beneath this brothel and fuck until the Occs find us. It’s up to you.”

	Despite himself, and everything else, Liam chuckled. He glanced at Jenn, remembered the night before, and quickly looked away. The sudden change in his mood was not lost on Jenn, however. She rose, frowning slightly.

	“Liam?” she asked.

	“I slept with Kathryn last night,” he said.

	It was almost comically easy to watch the emotions play out across Jenn’s features. Her hands balled into fists and the vines securing her armor clenched and tightened until the wood and cloth beneath creaked audibly. Her eyes, too, seemed to grow haunted for a moment and they swept to the staircase so purposefully that Liam half-expected her to sprint toward it.

	Then she sighed and the fight seemed to drain from her.

	“I understand,” she said, so softly that he could barely hear her words. “Thank you for telling me.”

	“Jenn, it wasn’t…” he trailed off, uncertain how to continue.

	“Special?” she suggested. “Better than normal?”

	“I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

	“You didn’t,” Jenn said. She managed to sound somewhat earnest, too. “Do you remember what I said back at the Institute? I don’t care if you fuck Kathryn, as long as I’m first in your heart. So, am I still?”

	Liam nodded.

	“Now and always,” he said.

	Jenn exhaled sharply and the sound had more in common with a sob than a simple breath. She made her way to his side, practically tottering for the first few steps. Wrapping her arms around him, she pulled him close and rested her brow against his shoulder.

	“And I love you, Liam,” she whispered. “Now and always.”

	He wanted to kiss her, to reassure her that he’d spoken honestly, but Jenn’s arms held him too tightly even for that. He settled for the top of her head, then sputtered when several strands of her hair managed to sneak into his mouth.

	Jenn laughed, drawing back and running fingers through her hair to reposition it.

	“Sorry,” she said. “I spent most of the night working. I haven’t had a chance to do anything with it.”

	“Working?” Liam said cautiously.

	Jenn nodded and folded her arms in a very self-satisfied fashion. “That’s right,” she said. “I’m helping Tobias reinforce the city’s walls.”

	“With… plants?” Though he managed to keep a straight face, Liam couldn’t quite resist the urge to adopt a slightly more teasing tone.

	Jenn glared at him. “With wood,” she said. “I grew saplings in a few of the cracked sections and layered it with thorns. It might not be as good as metal, but it’ll do the job for now.”

	“Right, sorry,” Liam said. He leaned in and kissed Jenn’s brow, and was relieved when she did not prevent him. “I didn’t mean to poke fun.”

	“Yes, you did,” she said.

	He stared her down for a moment, until the two of them broke out into reluctant grins. Leaning in, Jenn wrapped him in another tight embrace, though thankfully not as tight as before. Together they stood there, swaying slightly as they each savored the closeness that had been sorely lacking the last day and a half.

	“I am sorry,” he said, at last. “Are you sure you’re not angry?”

	“I was,” Jenn admitted. “But it’s… complicated. I wasn’t angry when you told me.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I could tell you’d fucked Kathryn the second I saw her. So thank you for telling me, instead of making me ask.”

	“Wait, what?” Liam pulled back slightly. His brow furrowed in surprise. “How could you tell?”

	Jenn stared at him a second, then gave a scoffing laugh that practically dripped with condescension.

	“Are you kidding me?” she asked. “Her neck looks like you tried to strangle her. Anyone with two eyes and half a brain can tell what happened.”

	“Really?”

	Growling, Jenn shoved him toward the cot and the lighted candle on the adjacent table. Liam stumbled and caught himself against the edge, but did not sit. Fortunately, Jenn did not seem to have intended for him to. She made her way into the light and yanked down the collar of her vine-wrapped breastplate to display a row of bruises dotting the skin between her breasts and collarbone.

	Try as he might, Liam could not fully ignore the potent memory of kissing and nibbling his way across that particular patch of skin two nights earlier. Now, unlike before, the memory made him smile, rather than grimace.

	Unfortunately, Jenn seemed to misinterpret his grin.

	“Remember these?” she demanded. “Where the hell did you think they came from?”

	Though Jenn’s point was obvious—and Liam mentally kicked himself for not connecting the dots earlier—he couldn’t bring himself to endure her chastisement. After all, his previous liaisons with Jenn had taken place almost exclusively in the dark. And given that his own bruises healed near instantaneously, he ought to be forgiven for his lack of education.

	“Chafing?” he said with playfully exaggerated naivety. “I know sometimes your hips get a bit scratched when—”

	 Jenn shoved him, hooking his ankle with a stealthy vine to ensure he landed heavily on the cot. He’d scarcely managed to blink in surprise when Jenn was upon him. Vines erupted from the edges of her armor, several setting her breastplate aside while others snaked down her limbs to encircle Liam’s wrists, neck, and ankles. Then, before he could draw in breath, much less cry out, one of Jenn’s hands clapped over his mouth.

	“Not one word, Liam,” she whispered. “Not one. Understood?”

	He glared at her, unmoving.

	Sighing, Jenn leaned in and nibbled his earlobe. Then, after a few seconds of this, she moved in and kissed his cheek.

	“This isn’t a betrayal,” she said. “I’m not going to tie you up and drag you to meet the Mayor. Just think of this as… hmmm… payback, I suppose?”

	She trailed a hand down his chest, pressing hard with her fingers as if to examine the muscles. As she neared his waist, however, the vines around his throat tightened, just enough to summon a hint of pressure at his temples.

	“You fucked her right here, didn’t you?” Jenn asked. She was beginning to breathe hard, every word a raspy hiss. “Right here in this bed?”

	Liam made no reply, until Jenn’s face snapped up to meet his. Her eyes were wild and her cheeks flushed.

	“Didn’t you?” she demanded.

	Unable to speak without choking and unsure how else to respond, Liam nodded.

	Jenn shuddered, her eyes fluttering shut and a breathy almost-moan escaping her lips. The hand she’d used to cover Liam’s mouth pulled away, then cupped the space between her legs. Then, almost as if her touch was the signal they waited for, the rest of her vines began to writhe and peel away the final layers of her clothing.

	Jenn touched herself urgently, the wetness of her pussy spreading easily to coat her fingers and inner thighs. After a few seconds of this, her eyes opened abruptly and she stared once more into Liam’s eyes.

	“Tell me about it,” she gasped. “Tell me everything.”

	Liam squirmed, growing more and more concerned by the second. While he was no stranger to some of Jenn’s sexual peculiarities, he’d never seen or heard anything of this sort from her. Reaching up, he was relieved to discover the vines restraining him had loosened somewhat and he could free his neck sufficiently to speak.

	“Jenn,” he said. “What’s going on? Why are you—”

	“You’re mine!” she snarled suddenly. Leaning in, she pressed her brow against Liam’s until his head began to ache. At the same time, the vines tightened anew and forced his wrists back down against the bed. “And I’m yours! Your first! First in your heart!”

	Liam tried to speak, but could manage nothing but a wordless cough. 

	Jenn, however, showed no signs of slowing. She shuddered, squeezing herself with both hands as she writhed in his lap.

	“It should have been me,” she moaned. “I should have been the one to do it. But you chose her. So now, you get me too. I want you to do everything. Just like you did before. I want to know how it felt.”

	Liam laughed—or tried to, anyway—as the pieces fell into place. So many of Jenn’s quirks had struck him oddly since they’d bedded down together. But now, at last, he understood.

	He understood why she seemed unbothered by others knowing the schedule of their lovemaking. He understood why she made no attempts to quiet her climaxes, or his, no matter how nearby others might be. He understood why she seemed almost to delight in broadcasting her intentions by dragging him off when he was surrounded by the maximum number of people.

	Liam forced himself upright, straining for the vines around his neck. They resisted him for a moment, almost choking him in the process, then seemed to melt away. He slid his hands around Jenn’s back, pulling her hips down against his with one and using the other to seize a handful of hair and yank her head back, exposing her throat.

	“You knew, didn’t you?” he growled. “That very first night after we rescued Kathryn. You knew she was watching us from the barn.”

	Jenn whimpered high in her throat and nodded urgently. Her bare hips ground against him as she used her vines, hands, and anything else at her disposal in a clumsy attempt to strip Liam of his trousers. 

	“I knew,” she said.

	“And you enjoyed it,” Liam added. He muttered the words directly into Jenn’s ear, then dragged his teeth down the side of her neck without waiting for an answer. Every inch or so, he slowed, making as if to bite her and observing Jenn’s delighted shudders. “You enjoyed knowing that she was watching. You wanted her to know that you’re mine.”

	“Yes,” she said.

	The arousal was so obvious in Jenn’s voice that even the single word destroyed the last of Liam’s reservations. Wriggling, he tugged his trousers down around his knees and pulled Jenn back against him. Her slick folds parted against the underside of his shaft, trying in vain to admit him. No sooner had she settled against him than Jenn began to grind against him. Immediately, Liam’s cock twitched as the stiff button of her clit flicked against the ridged neck of his shaft.

	Desperate though he was to continue, Liam would have none of it. It was time for the final confirmation. He stilled Jenn’s grinding with a hand on her hips.

	“You’re not mad that I fucked Kathryn,” he said. “You’re mad that you weren’t here. You’re upset that I didn’t make you watch.”

	The cry Jenn gave then was wordless, but unmistakable. Her hips quivered beneath his hand, begging him to touch her—to fill her.

	And so he did. Guiding Jenn’s hips up with one hand, Liam used the other to maneuver his erection into alignment, then drove her down to meet the first of his many thrusts. Jenn cried out as she was stretched open, her insides clenching down around his girthy shaft. Without any prompting, her hips began to gyrate, stroking his cock with the silken walls of her drenched cunt.

	Liam allowed her to do so, but quickly grabbed another fistful of hair to draw Jenn’s head back and curve her spine into a delicate, defenseless arc. Doing so thrust her breasts forward and he nuzzled one with his cheek. Ordinarily, he might have spent the time teasing her nipples, but Jenn’s vigorous riding left them bouncing and far too difficult a target.

	“It started just like this,” he growled. “She climbed in my lap and faced me.”

	Jenn moaned, her insides squeezing his cock desperately. She twisted around, contorting herself until she could just manage to meet Liam’s eyes. Her own were half-lidded and cloudy with lust.

	“How was it?” she asked. “Was she tight?”

	Liam grunted as Jenn’s pussy tightened further. He thrust upward, ignoring the crushing grip as he buried himself to the hilt, yet again.

	“Tighter than you,” he said. “But she didn’t have these.”

	He grasped one of Jenn’s breasts and squeezed gently. For several seconds, and throughout the corresponding collisions of their bodies, he simply enjoyed the feeling of her breast shifting and bouncing against his palm.

	“What else?” Jenn asked, breathless.

	“Hmmm…” he mused. Between the delights of Jenn’s body, the memories of the night before, and the increasing nearness of his orgasm, it was getting harder to put words together. “Well, she came, of course.”

	Jenn whimpered, her pussy tightening in fluttering, irregular waves. Her hands pressed into her own stomach, just above her waist.

	“I didn’t know it was coming,” Liam continued with a grin. There was something marvelously wicked about arousing Jenn with accounts of his encounter with Kathryn. Somehow, it felt as though he was getting revenge for all the ways she’d upset him over the past two days, and making up with her, simultaneously.

	“M-More!” Jenn panted. “Tell me m—”

	“You should have heard her,” he said. “Begging and moaning. She didn’t know what was happening either. I think it was her very first orgasm. You missed the chance to see it, to watch her cum for the first time. Right here. On this bed. Filled with my cock.”

	Jenn came as if on cue, her entire body convulsing with undisguised pleasure. She moaned, clutching at her belly as she bounced atop Liam’s member. Her insides gushed, drops of her juices leaking out from her spasming folds and racing down the creases on either side of Liam’s cock.

	Liam gave her a moment to enjoy her climax. And truth be told, he needed a minute to recover, himself. The slick, clinging walls of Jenn’s pussy had brought him within seconds of release. And if he was going to give her the full experience, he would need longer than that.

	He waited until Jenn’s eyes opened, then rolled suddenly, pinning her between his body and the bed. Eyes going wide, she stared up at him silently.

	“And then,” he continued. “I took her just like this.”

	Panting softly, Jenn grinned up at him. The sight was so intimate and so familiar that, for a split-second, Liam nearly forgot all that had happened.

	“Do it,” she pleaded.

	Liam’s fingers tightened in Jenn’s hair, pinning her to the mattress. He wanted little more than to give in to Jenn’s urging. But there was one more thing to do.

	“I will,” he said. “Drop your vines.”

	Jenn stiffened anxiously. She studied him for a time, then glanced at the stairs and around the darkened room with sudden suspicion.

	“Why?” she asked.

	He kissed her once, and was not offended when Jenn’s lips remained impassive against his.

	“She was helpless,” he explained. “Defenseless. Completely under my control. I want you to know what that feels like.”

	Slowly, over the course of several long seconds, the nervousness drained from Jenn’s face. In its place, only pure, gleaming arousal remained. She flicked her wrist, the same way one might swat an obnoxious gnat, and the last of the vines clinging to her outstretched limbs flopped to the ground.

	“Me too,” she purred. “I want to know what it feels like.”

	Liam pressed in with his hips, burying his shaft into her depths. Jenn’s back arched as he penetrated her, but otherwise, she made no reaction. Her gaze refused to leave his, even as her legs rose to offer herself more freely.

	“Do it,” she demanded. “Use me. I want to feel it.”

	Liam had forgiven her. He’d done it ages ago. But even if he hadn’t, there was no possible way his resentment could have survived hearing those words in such a lusty tone.

	He threw himself against her, seizing Jenn’s wrists and pinning her roughly beneath him. His hips bucked with all the force he could muster, stretching and plundering her depths as he plowed her intimate spaces. Though he had no illusions about making Jenn climax a second time, there was abundant lubrication for the work at hand. And under the circumstances, he was in no mood to be a generous lover.

	Jenn moaned as he pounded her into the mattress. Her charms were superfluous. All Liam needed at that moment was a hot, slick channel in which to vent his frustrations. And afforded such a luxury, he gave it all his attention. He fucked Jenn with everything he had, panting through gritted teeth as he drove himself towards his climax.

	When it came, it struck him hard and fast. Rather than the long, drawn-out affair that so often forced his eyes shut and drowned out the sounds of the world, Liam’s present climax ran through him like electricity. Choking back an unwelcome breath, he shuddered as the throbbing of his cock spread to his balls, and then to a deeper, higher spot at the center of his pelvis.

	He sighed as the height of his climax faded away, leaving him unusually calm. Rather than feeling spent as he often did, he simply wanted to move on to the next matter at hand. He wondered at the change for a moment, until he noticed Jenn staring up at him. She wore her typical, inviting smile, the sort that ordinarily would have seen him cuddling close to enjoy his post-orgasmic bliss.

	The feeling was not there.

	Pulling out, Liam swung his feet over the edge of the cot. He sagged against the wall, breathing deeply and purposefully as he waited for his thoughts to retake their original shape.

	“Liam?” Jenn asked, propping herself up on one elbow. “Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine,” he said, uncertain whether it was a lie or a convenient truth. “Just thinking.”

	“About what?”

	“Nothing important.” He patted her calf and carefully grabbed his discarded trousers with his toes. “It’s like I said earlier; this place is strange. I liked it better when it was just us.”

	Rolling onto her side, Jenn reached out a hand. He took it, smiling when she guided it to her face and kissed the back.

	“We’ll get through this,” she assured him. “I promise.”

	Liam nodded slowly, but did not reply. He dressed with equal patience, pulling on his trousers and hunting for his shirt.

	Jenn stretched languidly and grunted as her back cracked audibly. Turning, she blushed to discover Liam watching her. Snatching up her cloth undershirt, she shielded her chest behind it and scowled playfully at him.

	“Why are you staring?” she grumbled.

	Liam chuckled as he laced up the front of his trousers. Crawling toward her, he gave one of Jenn’s breasts an affectionate squeeze through her makeshift blanket, then kissed her brow and stood.

	“Because you’re beautiful,” he said. “Even when you’re wrong.”

	Jenn rolled her eyes and quickly donned her shirt. Brushing a hand across several of her discarded vines, she held out her arms and waited as they wound their way around her arms and shoulders. Once in place, they went to work immediately, retrieving the fragments of her armor and lashing them into place so quickly that the process was nearly complete by the time she stood.

	“You meant what you said then?” she asked. “You’ll talk with the Mayor?”

	“I meant it.”

	“Good,” Jenn said. “I’m sure he’s busy, but I’m guessing he’ll make time for us.”

	Liam wasn’t so sure, but he kept his thoughts to himself. Adjusting the last of his clothes to hide the reality of what he’d been up to for the last twenty minutes, he headed for the stairs. As he neared the foot of them, however, one of Jenn’s vines caught him by the wrist and held him fast until she could sidle up to embrace him from behind.

	Her body was soft and warm, save for the few spots where her armor protruded stiffly. Even so, the contrast with her earlier wildness brought a welcome warmth to his chest.

	“Thank you, Liam,” she said.

	“You’re… welcome?”

	Jenn kissed his back, just above his left shoulder blade.

	“We’ll get through this,” she continued. “All of this. And once it’s over, you’re going to return the favor.”

	He turned in Jenn’s arms, just enough to meet her eyes and raise an eyebrow.

	“What favor?” he asked.

	Jenn smirked at him.

	“You’ll see,” she said.

	 

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Kathryn was sitting close by the trapdoor when Liam emerged from the hidden stairs. She scrambled to her feet at the sight of him, hastily stowing the knife she’d cradled in her lap back into its designated pocket. From her expression, she’d hoped he would not notice it. And he very nearly hadn’t. Instead, his gaze had lingered on the skin of her neck, or at least the band that was not hidden beneath the collar of her dress.

	The row of bruises was less pronounced than he’d feared, but prominent enough that he was surprised he’d not noticed them in the light of day.

	Kathryn’s uneasy smile grew as he stepped toward her, then vanished entirely when Jenn followed him through the doorway. She bared her teeth, side-stepping to create a clear angle if she decided to pounce.

	“Stop that,” Liam said. Then, in the same breath, “We’re going to see the Mayor. If you come with us, will you behave, Kat?”

	“Mayor?” Kathryn echoed. She glanced at him, her face losing its fierceness in light of his question.

	“He’s in charge of this city.” Liam stepped closer, effectively shielding Jenn from view as she maneuvered past him and headed for the parlor. “We’re going to ask him how he wants to fight the Occs.”

	Kathryn beamed at him. “Yes,” she said. “Kat—I behave. Fight Occs. Yes.”

	“That’s good. Let’s go then,” Liam said. 

	Setting a hand on Kathryn’s shoulder, he steered her toward the parlor in Jenn’s wake. They’d gone only a couple steps when the girl froze, however, and peered up at him.

	“Liam?” she said, in a soft voice. “Jenn talk? Angry?”

	He sighed, fighting the urge to simply brush her questions aside. But despite his desire to move on, he knew he owed it to her to try.

	“It’s complicated,” he said. “She’s… yes, she’s angry. But we’re not fighting. Not anymore.”

	“Oh. Good.” After an awkward, pregnant pause, she continued. “And secret-secret? Again? Soon?”

	“We’ll see,” he said. He chuckled despite himself, then leaned down and kissed her briefly on the lips. “Not soon, but probably.”

	If he’d thought Kathryn beaming before, it was only because he had not seen the grin she aimed at him then. It was a rapturous thing, innocent, mischievous, and ravenous all at once.

	The streets were still mostly empty when Liam stepped back out onto them. Here and there, a few bold souls had overcome their fears and hurried to their destinations with hunched shoulders and swift, occasionally lopsided gaits.

	Liam scarcely noticed them. He was busy maintaining his position directly between Jenn and Kathryn. Neither of the women had yet shown any inclination to fight, but he was not about to take any chances.

	Besides, if anyone seemed likely to come to blows, it was Andrew. The man appeared flabbergasted that Liam would even consider meeting with the Mayor and had all but demanded that he reconsider. In the end, however, when it became obvious that Liam had made up his mind, he had reluctantly taken his leave of the madam and announced his intention to accompany them.

	And so, the four of them headed toward the city’s center, hurried by both an awareness that the Occs could return at any moment, and by a peculiar resignation.

	“This is a bad idea, Liam,” Andrew said for the third time, as they followed Jenn into an alley of sorts.

	Now, as before, Liam ignored the man. Though he shared Andrew’s opinion, he had come too far to turn back now. Besides, his half-finished reconciliation with Jenn could not wait. He’d threatened once, in his thoughts, to raze New Lewville if anything happened to her. And at the moment, the buildings that loomed overhead looked like so much kindling.

	“This is it,” Jenn announced. She slowed at the mouth of the alley. For an instant, Liam thought she was waiting for him to catch up so they might enter the courtyard together. That illusion broke the next second.

	Jenn lunged aside, first on her legs and then carried further by an eruption of vines from her back. Gunfire erupted, rounds missing her and burrowing into the wooden beams that flanked the alley. At once, the air was filled with sawdust.

	Cursing, Liam waved Kathryn and Andrew back, then charged forward into the courtyard. He had just enough time to be astonished by its size and opulence before another burst of gunfire sounded. He stumbled, grunting as a bullet caught him in the side and splintered a rib. Fortunately, he did not lose his feet and the wound was almost healed by the time he turned to face his attacker.

	The sight of the Hunter made him freeze. Not out of fear, though the primal, irresistible terror struck him as it always did, but rather out of recognition.

	Wuyong walked toward him, smirking fiendishly as he casually replaced his rifle’s spent magazine with a fresh one. The Hunter stalled twenty yards away, casting a cautious glance at the nearby rooftop and the nearest tree. Finding no ambush waiting, he returned his gaze to Liam and offered a mocking bow of sorts.

	“Fuyuan,” he growled. “It’s been a while.”

	Liam’s first instinct was, oddly, comprised of two entirely disparate impulses. Part of him, the part that had cowered in an Institute cell and begged for mercy, urged him to flee. And the other, the feral, animalistic part that had grown in the months since his escape, demanded that he charge.

	In the end, he listened to neither voice. Taking the rifle from his shoulder, Liam carried it casually in front of him. It was still empty, of course, but Wuyong had no way of knowing that.

	“It has,” he said, fighting to keep the tremble from his voice. “So, are you still…?”

	“Loyal?” Wuyong snapped. “Of course I am. I know where my allegiance lies. You may have killed Zhao, but the Institute is bigger than one person. There are many more just like her. Hundreds! And you’ll never escape them all! Even now, we are—”

	“No, no,” Liam interrupted. “Sorry. I meant, are you still a cowardly, little goutuizi?”

	Wuyong’s smirk disappeared, leaving only bestial rage. He lifted his rifle, aimed squarely at Liam, and fired away.

	Liam flinched, cursing himself for the slip, but otherwise gave little reaction as the rounds struck him. Now, as when he’d been shot by the Occs on their way to the city or when Jenn had speared him through the chest, he felt only the shuddering pressure of the wounds, not the pain itself. That fact was not lost on Wuyong; after a dozen or so rounds, the Hunter ceased firing and scoffed in obvious frustration.

	“Clever,” he said. “You’ve grown up.”

	Liam glanced around. Kathryn and Andrew had taken shelter just inside the alley and both looked ready to join the fight at a moment’s notice. Jenn, on the other hand, had managed to reach one of the courtyard’s trees and taken shelter on the opposite side of its broad trunk. She too looked ready to strike, though the distance would make her javelins the only suitable weapon.

	For his part, Liam had no desire to involve them. If the growth in his own enhancement was any indication, there would be little that either of them could do to kill Wuyong short of decapitating him in a single blow.

	“What are you doing here, Wuyong?” Liam asked. Another quick glance around revealed no one else in the entire courtyard, whether the Mayor’s or Occ. “I’m guessing it wasn’t just to welcome me.”

	“Tactics,” the Hunter said. Tossing his rifle aside, he rolled his shoulder and grunted as several of his human traits melted away. He bared his teeth as his gums peeled back to reveal increasingly monstrous, pointed fangs. “In a war, you target the most dangerous adversary first.”

	“Then what are you waiting for?”

	Wuyong laughed.

	“I didn’t,” he said, dropping into a crouch.

	Liam lifted his rifle, not to shoot, but to block the Hunter’s attack. Rather than leap at him, however, Wuyong launched himself vertically. His inhumanly powerful legs carried him aloft the better part of two stories, high enough that he did not even need to dig his claws into the side of the building that formed one wall of the courtyard. Catching hold of the horizontal beam that formed the blocky rooftop, he hauled him onto the roof and vanished from sight.

	For a brief, irrational moment, Liam searched the courtyard for some method of following after him. There was none, of course, but the momentary distraction was all it took for Jenn to reach his side.

	“Liam!” she hissed. “Come on!”

	“Huh?”

	Jenn didn’t bother answering his question. Not that she needed to. She gave his arm an urgent tug, then abandoned his side and sprinted toward the Mayor’s palace. Liam followed her, first on instinct and then with growing dread as Wuyong’s words came together in his mind.

	They reached the palace at virtually the same time, with Kathryn a half-step to the rear and Andrew slowly but diligently following after. Even before the doors were opened, however, Liam already had a firm notion of what they might find inside.

	All four of the great windows had been smashed to varying degrees and splinters of colored glass littered the brick walkway that ringed the building. Near the corner of the bottom-right window, a man lay slumped over, half-way through the glass. Liam didn’t bother going to try and heal him; an upright shard from the frame had been driven clean through his neck, holding him in place.

	“Damn it,” Andrew cursed breathlessly, as he caught up to them and noticed the corpse. “This is just what we need right now.”

	Liam pushed open the door and hurried through, arms outstretched to soak up any bullets from jittery defenders. Unfortunately, there was none.

	Under different circumstances, he was sure that the interior of the Mayor’s palace would have been an auspicious sight. And, worst of all, it still was, after a fashion. Dozens of bodies littered the floor of the place, lying in pools of blood spilled from torn throats and shot-through chests. The bodies grew denser and more frequent as they carefully made their way toward the throne. And yet, despite the carnage, Liam felt his gaze drawn to the damaged art and stained architecture nearly as much as to the corpses themselves.

	In some ways, his distraction was a welcome relief. Several of the bodies nearest the throne were naked and decidedly feminine. Most horrifyingly of all, their deaths did not appear to share the efficient brutality of those further away.

	Unexpectedly nauseous, Liam looked away. No sooner had he done so than Kathryn stepped forward and took his hand. Though she did not seem to share his revulsion, her expression was soft with understanding. 

	“Tobias!” Jenn whispered suddenly, vaulting ahead. Liam reached for her, but she escaped his grasp. Stopping beside the throne, she crouched and hesitantly turned over one of the room’s former occupants.  The body flopped lifelessly at her touch, but she pressed several fingers to the throat regardless.

	Then, as if expecting no differently, she straightened. Her hands were balled into fists and the tips of her vines angled downward as if she was ready to pound them against the floor in frustration.

	“Jenn,” Liam called, softly. “I’m sorry. Maybe—”

	Jenn stiffened, then whirled so violently Liam thought for a moment that Wuyong had reappeared. But rather than facing the main doors they’d passed through, her gaze had turned to one of the small, unmarked doors at the rear of the chamber. Without even a word, she hurried toward it.

	Again, it fell to Liam to follow after. And again, the others followed in turn, despite Andrew’s protests that they should wait and send word to the Militia.

	The door Jenn sought out was locked and had already resisted several blows by the time Liam reached her side. Cursing, she knelt and guided one of her vines against the lock. The tip splintered quickly, peeling back and allowing several tiny strands to slip into the locking mechanism.

	Unsure what else to do, but unable to simply stand by and wait, Liam laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

	“I’m sorry about the Mayor,” he said. “It’s—”

	“Stop it,” Jenn snapped, glaring up at him fiercely. “It doesn’t matter now.”

	She might have said more, but the familiar sound of the lock turning stopped her short. Nodding in satisfaction, she stood and tried the door—unsuccessfully. Frowning, she tried it again, and then a third time. Still, the door did not budge.

	“I don’t understand,” she said. “It’s unlocked. How—”

	Andrew’s chuckle interrupted her disbelief. Moving forward, he gestured at the lock with his rifle.

	“Second lock on the inside,” he said. “Militia’s got them too. Mind if I try?”

	Nodding, Jenn stood and made room. Then, at Andrew’s insistence, she and Kathryn stepped much further back out of ricochet range. Looking at Liam, he opened his mouth as if to instruct the same, then thought better of it and shrugged.

	“Always wondered what he kept behind these doors,” he muttered.

	It took several shots to the locks and hinges before the door finally yielded, but they accomplished it in the end. Even before they managed to pull it open, Jenn was again beside them, cramming her vines into the narrow gap between the door and the frame to assist. And, as the door was finally yanked free, she was again the first one through.

	The door opened on a narrow staircase, leading down. Liam followed her, squinting as the light faded into the dull umber of a single lantern. The descent was not finished after a single set of stairs, however, or even two. It was not until they’d managed the third set, traveling nearly the entire width of the palace in the process, that their descent terminated in a wide, lantern-lit room that bore little resemblance to the throne room above.

	In fact, if Liam didn’t know better, he’d have guessed that they’d been transported directly back to the Institute. Rows of partially corroded steel tables and chairs filled the enormous workshop, surrounding vats of chemicals and surprisingly pristine operating rooms. Here and there, stacks of blueprints and diagrams lay in tidy piles, while white lab coats and gloves hung from the wall on rows of assigned pegs.

	It took Liam a moment to collect himself. By the time he had, Jenn had turned round and shrugged as if to indicate the room as a whole.

	“You see?” she asked. “I told you. The Mayor is—was making weapons. A way to stop the Occs for good.”

	“Is this…?” Liam asked. He swallowed hard, unable to force the word out.

	He didn’t need to; Jenn spoke it without hesitation.

	“That’s right,” she said. “It’s the Institute of New Lewville.”

	 

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	Liam’s heart began to race as he looked around the room. It was so hard not be back there. Despite everything that had happened, it had only been a few weeks since he’d been a prisoner—a slave, really. And to hear Jenn of all people speak so proudly of it, using that word…

	“Liam?” Jenn said. “Liam, look at me.”

	His heart seized and he instantly broke out in a cold sweat. His gaze snapped to Jenn. The wildness in his eyes must have reminded her of her mistake, however, and she lifted her hands in a placating gesture.

	“Sorry,” she said. “I forgot.”

	“Start talking,” he said. Breathing hard, he looked away, then closed his eyes as Kathryn stepped forward and took his hand once again. “Why are we here?”

	“The Mayor was working on many things,” Jenn said. Though her voice was calm, she spoke a bit quickly, as if afraid he would turn and run at any second. “One of those was Hunters, like Damien. He thought that if our side had them, then the Occs would be less likely to rely on them in combat.”

	Liam fidgeted and said nothing. In light of his silence, it was Andrew who spoke up.

	“I suppose that makes sense,” he said. “Though if the Mayor had his own Hunters, he wouldn’t have to rely on the Militia for support, either. But I’m sure such a thing never even occurred to him.”

	“Tobias didn’t give two—” Jenn snapped before she could help herself. She grimaced, then shook herself as if to brush aside Andrew’s comment. “Anyway, that was just the first step. He was also working on a way to mass-produce enhancements. That’s why the men at the gate took such an interest in me. He was close, too. In another six months, half of New Lewville could have been like us. The Occs wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

	“Or the Militia,” Andrew suggested quietly. “Or the Free States. He could have carved out his own little empire with just a few words.”

	“That’s not—”

	“Jenn,” Liam interrupted. “You said the Mayor was different from the Occs.”

	She looked at him, clearly taken aback. “Of course he was!”

	“Do you remember when the Occs gave you yours? How much it hurt?”

	Now it was Jenn’s turn to fidget. Her hands clutched at the vines around her thighs, wringing them as the memory of that pain flashed clearly across her face.

	“Of course I do,” she said. “But it was better than being powerless. Or dead. And the Mayor didn’t experiment on children, only volunteers.”

	Liam wanted to lash out, but something held him back. Perhaps it was being in such a place once again, or perhaps it was his desire to keep from alienating Jenn once more. Whatever the reason, something steadied him long enough to choose his words with precision.

	“That’s good,” he said. “The Mayor didn’t torture children. But that doesn’t help us now. Even if we could figure out how to use the serums, there’s no time to distribute them. The Occs are here. I doubt Wuyong is the only one in the city. So, was the Mayor working on anything that can help us now?”

	Jenn stared at him for a minute, then gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t—”

	A sudden crash and pounding of footsteps on the stairs behind them made the four of them jump in unison. Without needing to speak a word, they moved as one, deeper into the laboratory and into cover behind several of the steel tables. Once in place, they waited in tense silence as the echoing footsteps grew louder.

	“There’s more than one,” Liam whispered, glancing about. He clutched his useless rifle, wishing he’d thought to check Wuyong’s discarded one to compare ammunition.

	Luckily, he wasn’t alone. Andrew peeked over the rim of his table, staring down the sights of his weapon, while Jenn and Kathryn each prepared to strike in their own fashion.

	The footsteps slowed as they neared the landing, growing more precise and less frantic. Then they stopped altogether.

	“Hello?” called a young, surprisingly tremulous voice. “Is anyone there?”

	The footsteps resumed, only to halt abruptly yet again.

	“Wait,” growled a familiar, yet unmistakably inhuman voice. “I can smell them. I’ll go first.”

	Liam braced himself for the coming violence, but he needn’t have bothered. Andrew stood, leaving his rifle resting on the table, and knocked twice on the tabletop beside it.

	“Damien?” he called out. “Is that you?”

	The Hunter moved quickly, barreling through the open doorway into the laboratory. His eyes were narrowed and his jaw distended with the effects of his transformation, but it was not anger that colored his features. At the sight of Andrew, his features began to revert.

	But even before the regression was complete, the Hunter had bounded over two sets of chairs and buried his face against the militiaman’s chest. He growled violently, shoulders heaving.

	Liam wanted to rush to his aid, certain that the Hunter had finally snapped. But a small, willowy figure appeared in the doorway, drawing his gaze and capturing his attention.

	The woman was thin as a rail, almost painfully so, and her ribs stuck out prominently against the bodice of the soot-stained gown she wore. Her hair, too, was cut unevenly and blackened in places as though she’d walked through a fire on her way down the stairs.

	Those were not the features that stood out most prominently in Liam’s eyes, however. That detail was the tears that streaked her cheeks.

	Tearing his gaze away from the woman, Liam looked back to Damien. The Hunter’s face remained firmly against Andrew’s chest. But now, Liam could identify the shaking growls for what they truly were—something he’d never even thought possible from a Hunter.

	Liam, and the rest of the room, looked on silently as Damien sobbed.

	 

	 ***

	 


Liam meandered through the room, eyeing the assorted scientific instruments and glancing inside the occasional cabinet as he strove to calm his racing heartbeat. As he walked, however, his attention was focused wholly on the interactions taking place near the stairs.

	Andrew continued to comfort the weeping Hunter, seemingly unperturbed by the surreal experience. Jenn, on the other hand, had gone to the woman’s side. Though she appeared several years Jenn’s senior, there was something oddly sheltered about both her mannerisms and speech. She maintained her composure just long enough to reach Jenn’s arms, then sagged and began to sob in much the same way as Damien.

	It was several long, uncomfortable minutes before either of them recovered sufficiently to speak.

	Amid sniffles and shaky breaths, the woman introduced herself as Olivia. That announcement earned no reactions, but the next one certainly did.

	“Mayor Del Reyes is our father,” she said.

	Liam turned, frowning, but Jenn beat him to the question.

	“Our?” she echoed.

	Liam stared at the woman a moment, then at Damien. There was no family resemblance he could make out, though given the man’s twisted features, perhaps he should not have expected to find any. In any case, Damien did not contradict his sister. He leaned against a table, one hand on Andrew’s shoulder for support and the other covering his tear-streaked face.

	“That’s right,” Olivia said. She glanced at Liam and Andrew, then turned back to Jenn and continued speaking in a quiet voice. “Father said that his enemies would try and… that we should come here if anything happened. That we would be safe.”

	“Why?” Liam demanded. He advanced toward her without thinking, driven by some instinctive impulse. “Why did he think you’d be safe here?”

	Olivia recoiled as if seeing him for the first time and it was only Jenn’s embrace that kept her from fleeing. Her eyes darted to Damien as if expecting him to intervene. And, to be fair, the Hunter did take an obligatory half-step forward. But there was no vitriol in his gaze, merely a resigned sort of exhaustion.

	“Answer me,” Liam said.

	“Liam,” Jenn interrupted. “Don’t press her. She just lost her—”

	“We don’t have time for this,” he snapped. “I need to know what’s going on. If that bastard had something planned, then—”

	A growl reverberated throughout the room, but it was not Damien who was the source of it. Olivia shook herself free of Jenn’s arms as her refinement melted away into almost comical rage. Slender arms tensing on either side of her dangerously thin body, she growled again and stalked forward with the smoothness of a viper.

	Liam, for his part, didn’t bother to adopt a defensive posture. Olivia was even more fragile-looking than Kathryn and however angry he’d made her, he doubted she could even make him wince before his healing countered the damage.

	He hadn’t planned on the flames.

	Hissing, Olivia unclenched her fists. As the bony fingers spread, her skin crackled audibly and the first wisps of blue fire erupted between her fingers. They spread quickly from there, spiraling up her arms to her shoulders and lingering there like slender, whistling spines. Even from a dozen feet away, Liam could feel the heat and the sweat it brought to his brow.

	“Livi!” Damien barked, making both of them jump. 

	Only now did the Hunter step forward, wearing the same weary expression. He shrugged, grimacing as he stepped into range of the oppressive heat.

	“Don’t,” he said. “We need them.”

	“The hell we do,” Olivia spat. Tearing her eyes away from her brother, she glared at Liam. “You heard what he said about Father.”

	“I did. Liam’s not the enemy. He didn’t do this. The Occs did.”

	For a moment, Olivia appeared ready to lash out, regardless. Then she cried out, more in anguish than rage, and swung a fist through the air at some nonexistent foe. As her fist reached its furthest point, the flames hovering around her arms coursed along her outstretched arm and splashed ineffectively against a wall nearly a dozen paces away. Then, with the sound of roaring wind, they extinguished themselves in a sudden cloud of smoke.

	“Fine,” she spat, voice thick with emotion, then glanced at Liam. “We kill the Occs first.”

	Liam let out a breath he didn’t remember holding. He opened his mouth to speak, but it was pointless. Olivia had already turned, stalking toward the stairs, and her brother followed in her wake. In their absence, the room fell deathly silent.

	“I thought you said the Mayor didn’t experiment on children,” Liam said at last.

	He turned to Jenn and found her grimacing, holding her arms tight across her chest. She met his gaze and held it, briefly, before turning back to look at the now deserted staircase.

	“Only his own,” she said, softly. “That’s how serious he was about defeating the Occs.”

	“Let’s hope it was worth it.”

	She didn’t answer him further, nor did anyone else. In fact, it was not until the a distant, grating rumble sounded that any of them moved. And even then, it was mostly to look up in concern when the noise did not fade, but instead grew louder and more oppressive. Soon, the very walls began to shudder. 

	Andrew was the first to come to his senses. Shouldering his rifle, he glanced around at the three of them.

	“What the hell are you waiting for?” he demanded. “Come on!”

	Spurred by his words, they ascended quickly. Kathryn hurried forward to take Liam’s hand, effortlessly keeping pace with him as he vaulted multiple stairs, despite her small frame. Hand-in-hand, they did not even spare a glance at multitude of corpses littering the throne room as they hurried toward the courtyard.

	Once outside, they found that neither Olivia nor Damien had advanced much further beyond the doors. Their eyes were fixated skyward and the girl’s narrow fingers intertwined amid her brother’s much larger ones. The reason for this, too, was immediately obvious.

	“Ah, fuck,” Andrew muttered.

	Liam couldn’t help but agree.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	The vessel was incomprehensibly vast, easily more than a hundred meters long, if not more. And yet, despite its immensity, it seemed to float upon the air, buoyed by an armor-shelled balloon that made Liam feel as though he was staring up at a manmade mountain. On either side of the ponderous airship’s frame, great engines roared and emitted billowing clouds of black smoke that gave the impression of an approaching storm.

	And, most terrifyingly of all, a row of immense guns protruded from the box-like structure at its base. These pointed downward, swiveling slowly toward the city. Then, as if sensing Liam’s gaze, the foremost pair of them fired, flashing brightly and booming in a manner more akin to thunder than gunfire. A split-second later, an answering explosion sounded, much closer, and accompanied by an eruption of stone, dirt, and flame.

	“So much for the walls,” Andrew said, too awed to make his words match the horror and defeat written across his face.

	“What is that thing?” Liam demanded, turning. “How is it flying like that?”

	“Couldn’t say,” Andrew said, sounding distracted. He did not even bother turning to look at Liam. “I knew the Occs had drones and the like. But I never… I’ve never even heard of something like this.”

	“How do we stop it?” Jenn interrupted.

	There was a moment’s pause before Andrew answered her.

	“We don’t,” he said. “We run, head north, and hope that Cincy’s guns are big enough to stop that thing.”

	“There has to be something we can do,” she insisted.

	At last, Andrew turned and Liam’s heart skipped a beat at the helpless rage evident in his bared teeth and furrowed brow.

	“Look at that thing!” he growled. “What the hell could we possibly do? It took out the walls with one shot! None of our guns can pierce that armor! We can’t board it! And even if we could, there are hundreds or thousands of Occs that will be swarming the city in minutes!”

	Falling silent, Andrew spun and clutched his head for a moment. When he finally turned around, his anger had subsided and he looked not at the airship, but rather at Liam and Jenn.

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know you want to help. But there’s nothing we can do.”

	Liam’s shoulders slumped. Try as he might, he couldn’t bring himself to look away from the approaching vessel. Its massive guns fired again, sending up another plume of debris as it systematically began the work of dismantling New Lewville’s walls.

	The idea of fleeing was unthinkable. He’d be leaving Scott behind, and even they managed to escape the city in time, break past the Occs that had no doubt encircled it, and race to safety… what then? That thing would still be there, pursuing them, and spreading the Occs’ influence further.

	But, what other choice did they have?

	“No!” came a sudden, urgent cry from the woman at his side.

	Kathryn pulled free of his hand, dancing forward out of reach. She gestured frantically at the airship, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

	“Can help!” she blurted. “Can stop! Fast! Fast, fast, fast!”

	And with that, she took off at a sprint, leaving them all behind in a mad dash into the city, and toward the looming vessel.

	“Kathryn, wait!” Liam bellowed. “Stop!”

	His words were of no use. Kathryn halted only briefly, continuing her impatient dance and gesturing for him to follow, then resuming her sprint.

	Liam’s heart began to race, pounding in a sudden onslaught of panic. He could save those he cared about so long as they were close, but if they were scattered around the city….

	He took off after her, covering a dozen meters before he realized he was alone. Glancing back, he felt the pit of his stomach drop away.

	Jenn and Andrew had not moved from their spots near the palace, to say nothing of Olivia and Damien. The former pair stared at him, motionless, while the others continued to stare up at the approaching doom like emotionless statues.

	“Please!” Liam cried. “Jenn, please. There’s no time.”

	For a few seconds, Jenn did not move. It felt like an eternity to Liam in his adrenaline-flooded state, but then, so did the heartbeat’s span it took her vines to carry her swiftly to his side.

	He turned to continue running, only to trip as one of Jenn’s vines snagged his ankle and toppled him. His elbow struck the stone walkway, cracking audibly and eliciting a wince as he waited for it to heal. Even before it had, he climbed awkwardly to his feet and faced Jenn.

	Her eyes were hard, her expression cold and unyielding.

	“I told you,” she said, quietly. Then, when her words were partly drowned out by another rumble of manmade thunder, she spoke louder. “I told you, Liam. Remember what I said the very moment we pulled Kathryn out of that truck? She’s dangerous. She’s going to get us killed.”

	“You’re wrong!” he snapped. Several of Jenn’s vines had begun to encircle him, as if to prevent him from running again, and he shoved them roughly away. “She’s saved my life before. And yours. I’m not abandoning her.”

	“You’re choosing her over me?” Jenn asked.

	“That’s not—I’m choosing us, Jenn!” he cried. “You, me, her, Scott… all of us!”

	“It doesn’t work that way.”

	“It does!”

	Pulling her close, Liam embraced her desperately, his brow resting against her. They abided there for the space of a single breath, Jenn’s calm and measured and his a panting, passionate gasp.

	“It does,” he said again. “Please, Jenn. Trust me.”

	She shoved him away, not with her arms, but with a half-dozen vines that sprouted from the corners of her armor. Replacing them with a flick of her hand, she stared at him, grieved.

	And then, miraculously, she smiled.

	“Go,” she said. “I’ll follow with the others.”

	Stumbling backward, Liam returned her smile.

	“I owe you one,” he said.

	Jenn rose, lifted aloft by a multitude of vines that bulged and thickened until their tips were nearly as thick as decades-old tree limbs.

	“You owe me more than that,” she said. “Go!”

	He went.

	 

	***

	 


Liam feared that Kathryn would have left him behind during the moments it had taken him to convince Jenn. His worries proved unnecessary, however. No sooner had he emerged from the narrow alley connecting the Mayor’s palace from the rest of the city than he spotted Kathryn waiting for him. She stood in the middle of the street, oblivious to the chaos around her. Hundreds of terrified civilians raced about, most heading in the opposite direction, away from the airship and battle that was no doubt taking place near the devastated walls. Most of the unarmed masses crowded near the edges of the street, as though taking shelter under the narrow awnings would somehow spare them from the attention of the invaders.

	No sooner had Liam met Kathryn’s eyes, however, than she turned and resumed her flight into the city. At first, he feared losing her in the frenzy, but as they passed the brothel in which they’d sheltered and turned onto a familiar path, he realized the direction they were heading. Rather than slow, that realization only made him run faster.

	To his surprise, the Militia garrison was practically deserted by the time he arrived. There were no guards and the only militiamen he saw were a dozen or so armed functionaries, ferrying armloads of paper out of the main building and dumping them onto an enormous blaze at the center of the courtyard. And, overseeing it all with a look of grim determination was Colonel Natasha Ryan.

	She noticed him at once and hurried over.

	“I thought you were dead,” she said curtly.

	“Not yet,” Liam said. He hesitated. “The Mayor is, though. A Hunter made it into the palace.”

	The Colonel shook her head and breathed a sigh. “Shit. I guess the Occs really fucked us in the ass this time, huh?”

	“Maybe. Have you seen Kathryn?”

	“The blonde? Not recently. Check the barracks?”

	Nodding, Liam set off in that direction. He’d gone only a few paces when Ryan called out after him. He turned without even bothering to stop.

	“Be careful,” she instructed him. “Keep those girls safe.”

	Despite everything, Liam couldn’t help but smile. Saluting, he turned back around and took off at a renewed sprint.

	Unsurprisingly, Kathryn was waiting for him at the barracks. She stood in the doorway, gesturing furiously at those inside and apparently growing more and more frustrated in the attempt. At the sound of his footsteps, she whirled and seized him by the arm, hauling him into the doorway in his place.

	“Tell them!” she shouted. “Fast, fast! Plant-girl! Boat! Again! Kathryn see!”

	Liam scanned the room, relieved to find it occupied exactly as it had been the last time he’d been there. Julie sat on the bed nearest the door, her children huddled in her lap. Nora knelt on the ground beside her, eyes wide and a reassuring hand resting on Adam’s back.

	“Are you all okay?” Liam asked.

	Julie looked up sharply. “How the hell do you think we are?” she snapped.

	“Alive?”

	“Not for long at this rate. Hope you’ve got a plan to get out of here.”

	“Sort of. Kathryn does.”

	“Even better.”

	There was no missing the heavy sarcasm in Julie’s voice, but Liam ignored it as he turned to face Kathryn. The spritely woman clutched her dress and practically bounced in place, a nervous habit that only grew more exaggerated when Liam looked at her.

	“Well?” he asked. “What’s the pl—?”

	His final word was drowned out by the firing of the airship’s guns, yet again. This time, and at so much closer range, Liam could actually feel the shockwave. The quaking of the ground too was sufficient to make him stagger and catch himself against the doorway.

	“I see!” Kathryn said, speaking quickly but purposefully and gesturing up at the Occ vessel.  From the barracks, the airship’s bulbous nose was just visible over the edge of the wall. “Before! Before Liam! Kathryn and Occs! Occs and Kathryn, together!”

	“You’ve seen one of those?” Liam guessed, pointing upward. “Flying? Or destroyed?”

	“Not flying,” Kathryn explained. “Ground. Occs making.”

	“You saw the Occs making that thing?” Liam asked. Despite his impatience, he could feel the first real seeds of hope beginning to sprout in his chest.

	Kathryn nodded emphatically, then grinned. Holding her hands in front of her, she balled them into fists, then violently flung them apart and blew a raspberry for emphasis.

	“You know how to destroy it? How?”

	Squirming her way into the open doorway, Kathryn pointed squarely at Nora.

	“Boat!” she chirped.

	Liam’s smile was feeble, yet anything but half-hearted. Stepping outside, he stared up at the airship.

	“It’s too high up. Even if we could force it to land, there’s no way we’d—”

	“Not land!” Kathryn protested. Returning to his side, she plucked a pebble from the ground and licked it. After a brief, involuntary grimace, she looked Liam in the eyes. “Plant-girl,” she said, and hurled the pebble high with an exaggerated motion.

	Liam watched the pebble arc through the air. His mind raced, trying to work through the many problems and opportunities Kathryn’s simplistic explanation presented.

	“It might…” he began cautiously.

	“It’ll work,” Nora said from the barracks doorway. Stepping outside, she gazed up at the airship—a third of which now protruded past the city walls—and swallowed hard. “I can do it.”

	“Can you control how long it takes?” Liam asked.

	Nora fidgeted and considered the question a moment, then nodded.

	“A bit,” she said. “It’ll be tough, but I think I can do it.”

	“You think—?”

	“I can do it,” she amended.

	“Good,” came a new voice. “You’d better.”

	Liam, Nora, and Kathryn turned as one to find Jenn descending from her stilt-like vines as she approached the barracks. She was not remotely out of breath, in sharp contrast to Andrew, who had somehow managed to keep pace with her on their way from the Mayor’s palace.

	And, remarkably, so had Damien and Olivia. The former was not so much panting as merely breathing hard, though that no doubt had something to do with the woman astride his back. Olivia dropped to the ground as Damien reached them, her expression hard.

	“You came too?” Liam asked, before he could help himself.

	Olivia looked at him, eyes full of scorn.

	“Of course. This is my father’s city,” she said, the rigidity of her shoulders making it clear that she had not misspoken. “If I don’t defend it, who will?”

	There were no arguments to be found.

	 

	***


 

	“We’ll need to be high up,” Jenn noted as they hurried along the city street, heading back the same direction they had just traveled. “Two or three stories would be best. I’ll need a clear line of sight. And we can’t be beneath it, either. We don’t want to be exposed when that thing comes crashing down.”

	“I wouldn’t mind,” Julie muttered between panting breaths. “At least then we could stop running.”

	Liam almost grinned at that. There was something refreshing in Julie’s gallows humor that made him feel as though he wasn’t about to act on a ridiculous plan that would almost certainly end with the lot of them dead.

	“I know a place,” Andrew said, from his spot alongside Jenn at the front of the pack. “We’re almost there.”

	“Are you sure about this?” Olivia asked. Her words came out oddly musical, jostled as she was on Damien’s back. “We’ll only get one shot at this. If you miss, the Occs will turn every single one of those guns on us.”

	“I know that!” Jenn spat. Her vines slammed down unnecessarily hard into the dirt and Liam could practically hear the tension in the gesture. He would have hurried forth to comfort her, but Andrew called a halt before he got the chance.

	The building they’d arrived at was, as expected, precisely the sort that the plan required. It rose two-and-a-half stories, looking as though it had been built specifically to stand ever so slightly higher than its neighbors. It was dangerously close to the leading edge of the Occ airship, but that was only natural, given the behemoth’s slow, inexorable progression over the city. In any case, the residence was appropriately deserted and they were able to climb to the roof without fielding any protests from the former tenant.

	Staring up at the belly of the enormous airship, Liam could feel the cold, corrosive feeling of despair begin to creep back into the fringes of his thoughts. It seemed impossible that their efforts could hope to damage something so overwhelming. It was like children flinging stones at a Hunter. What would he do if that proved to be all their efforts amounted to?

	Gritting his teeth, he pushed such thoughts aside and looked around at the people assembling on the rooftop. Jenn and Nora stood near the rear edge, murmuring to one another as Jenn stretched an overly long vine over the edge of the rooftop. With a grunt, she lunged and sent the tendril hurtling upward toward the airship like a whip. Apparently satisfied with the effort, she nodded and offered Nora a thin-lipped smile. And then, after a moment’s consideration, a far more enthusiastic hug as well.

	Andrew, on the other hand, was busy arguing quietly with Julie. Judging by her posture, she seemed resentful, but did not argue for long before descending the stairs and entering the relative safety of the home below.

	That left only Olivia and Damien, Kathryn having taken up her usual place at Liam’s side. The pair of them were crouched at the forward-facing corners of the building, studying the street below in what Liam assumed was watchful guard against any Occ troops who might have already entered the city.

	“Good job,” Liam said. He glanced down at Kathryn and took her hand. “This was a good plan, Kathryn. Thank you.”

	Beaming, Kathryn squeezed his hand and rested her head against his arm.

	“Welcome,” she said. Then, far more softly, added, “I love you.”

	Almost without meaning to, Liam’s eyes flicked to Jenn. If she’d heard Kathryn’s words, however, she gave no sign of it.

	“I love you too, Kat,” he said.

	“All right,” Jenn said, loudly enough to draw glances. “Everyone ready?”

	No one spoke, though from the way her posture remained unchanged, Jenn had not expected them too. She nodded to Nora and drew one of the short, iron javelins from its quiver. Wrapping her vine securely around one end, she took a deep breath and handed it over.

	Nora, too, breathed deeply. She grasped the javelin tightly with both hands for a moment, then delivered a quick, purposeful lick across the topmost section.

	Jenn sprang into action then, yanking the javelin by its vine and drawing it quickly down over the edge of the building. Grunting, she lunged to the side, her body arching and one arm outstretched as if she was throwing the weapon by hand. For a split-second, nothing happened. And then, with the sound of wind and splintering wood, her vine shot upward toward the unsuspecting airship.

	Liam held his breath as he watched the sliver of metal arc into the sky. He followed its path for as long as he could, until the grey of it was lost amid the sea of silvers, greys, and browns that formed the enormous underside. Then, as if waiting for his gaze, he relocated the javelin just as it reached its destination.

	It struck the airship perfectly, colliding at the spot where the gun turrets connected to the bulging, armored core and nearly lodging there. And, just as planned, it detonated.

	Liam could not hold back his cheer as the javelin exploded, nor was he the only one. The airship shuddered, the bottommost portion disappearing briefly in a blinding, secondary explosion. Bits of metal and flaming debris plummeted from the wrecked turrets as the vessel pitched violently. It reared in a wild, uncontrolled motion, the unseen rudder and tail almost grazing the top of the city walls as distant klaxons sounded aboard the floundering behemoth.

	And then, in a lethargically dawning moment of dread, the klaxons fell silent. The airship’s bow sank back to its former level. And even the smoke that had erupted from the destroyed gun battery seemed to thin.

	The great smoking engines on either side of the beast roared suddenly. And at that moment, Liam understood something about the Occ vessel. The leisurely pace with which the airship had come to loom over the city was not its full speed, but had instead been a deliberate choice.

	The airship turned, not quickly, but fast enough. And though the frontal guns had been eliminated by Jenn’s precise aim, eight more remained—four per side.

	Liam swallowed hard, frozen in place as he stared down the barrels.

	They had failed.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty One

	 

	Liam had no time to consider it. One moment, he was standing there, gazing up at his impending demise—unable to even consider whether or not his healing ability would be able to stand up to the irresistible firepower of the Occ airship—and the next Jenn was moving.

	She tackled him over the edge of the building, sparing only a single vine to help cushion his fall. Her own was nearly as hard, having used most of her vines to snatch Nora and Kathryn and half-carry, half-fling them to safety behind the adjacent building. Her grip failed her as she struck the ground, pulling down the corner of a roof-turned-balcony she’d used to slow her descent.

	Liam groaned as he felt bones crack. The pain didn’t come, but the fogginess of thought did, briefly, as he struck his head on an inconveniently placed stone. Before he had a chance to collect himself, much less stand, the world exploded.

	Again, Liam felt himself thrown, far less gently this time, as the building they’d previously occupied simply ceased to exist. He didn’t hear the thunder of the airship’s guns, he merely saw the explosion of debris as wood, stone, and other assorted materials as the walls disintegrated and crumbled into a heap of smoldering ruins.

	Coughing on the smoke in the air, Liam rose to his knees. He’d somehow wound up on his stomach, a further dozen paces away. His skin itched and he glanced to find his shirt shredded and his rapidly repairing skin spitting out hundreds of wooden splinters.

	“Jenn?” he called out, blinking to clear the dust from his eyes. “Kathryn?”

	He spotted them quickly and the sight struck him more forcefully than the Occs had. Kathryn lay on her side, her face a pained grimace as she clutched a freely bleeding gash that had been torn in her hip. Nora was unharmed, or relatively so, at least. She limped to Kathryn’s side, pulling up the girl’s dress and pressing her hands against the wound to slow the bleeding. Noticing Liam, she tried to speak, coughed, and then made do with urgently waving him over.

	Climbing to his feet, Liam staggered over. He barely even paused, stooping and holding out his arm for Kathryn to bite. She did, weakly, and he splashed a clumsy handful of blood across her wound.

	Then, without even waiting to see if that amount would prove sufficient, he continued on to Jenn.

	She tried to smile as he approached, but failed and settled for a pained grimace.

	“Sorry,” she said, wincing. “I should have aimed better.”

	“What are you talking about?” Liam murmured. “Your aim was perfect.”

	He swallowed hard as he took inventory of Jenn’s injuries. They were not few. She was bleeding from a hundred small cuts and scrapes, including several spots on her legs where hints of bone lay exposed. One arm, too, hung limply at her side, connected by nothing more than the joint and few scraps of skin. Carefully, Liam began to collect the blood from his freshly healed arm and swab the most serious of Jenn’s wounds with them.

	“I shouldn’t have waited,” Jenn continued. “I had enough time to use another javelin. I should have. Maybe that one wou—”

	“Shut up,” Liam said. At Jenn’s surprised expression, he offered the most fleeting of smiles before returning to his work. “It’s not your fault, Jenn. It’s mine. I’m the one who decided we should stay and fight. It’s my fault. And now…”

	He paused as a thought occurred to him. Turning, he glanced at the remains of the building and froze anew at the sight of the rubble.

	“He trusted me,” he said, too overwhelmed to even note whether or not he spoke aloud. “Scott trusted me with his family. And I—what will he think? I… I brought Julie here and—”

	“Liam,” Jenn said, her voice severe enough to bring him out of his thoughts. She wasn’t looking at him, however, but up at the sky. Following her gaze, Liam felt his heart seize, yet again. Despite the angle of their hiding spot, the nose of the Occ airship was beginning to drift into view. “Less talking, more healing,” Jenn prompted.

	“I wouldn’t bother,” growled a painfully deep voice. “You’ll all be dead soon, anyway.”

	Liam spun and immediately wished he hadn’t. The sight of Wuyong stalking toward him, claws outstretched and maw gaping was the last thing he needed right now. And frankly, it was exhausting too. There was no way they could hold of the Hunter in the current state. Returning his attention to Jenn, he offered her a final, remorseful smile. 

	“Sorry,” he whispered. “This is all my fault.”

	“I’ll be damned,” Wuyong continued. Despite the gravel in his voice, his amusement was plain to hear. “I expected Fuyuan to survive that. But all four of you? I guess the Zhengfu Zhe needs bigger guns.”

	Liam stood, ignoring Jenn’s pained attempts to grasp his hand. He glanced at Kathryn and Nora, but neither of them appeared in much of a state to help him, either. The wound in Kathryn’s hip appeared partially healed, but she was still struggling to stand. Nora, on the other hand, appeared to be trying her best to remain unobtrusive. Her eyes, however, darted around in an unsuccessful search for something with which to arm herself.

	“What do you want, Wuyong?” Liam asked.

	The Hunter paused, brow furrowing as he looked at Liam.

	“What do I want?” he echoed. “How hard did you hit your head? I told you less than an hour ago. I’m here to target the most dangerous adversaries first.”

	“And the Mayor is dead,” Liam said. “So what do you want now?”

	“Are you deliberately playing stupid?” Wuyong snapped. “I’m here to kill the four of you.”

	“Obviously. But there are four of us. So, who’ll it be? Which of us is the most dangerous? Because apparently, you have to kill that person first. But if you’re fighting the most dangerous first, won’t the others have time to flee?”

	Liam looked around, shrugging as if seeking agreement. His eyes, however, were wide, focused, and desperately trying to convey his plan without words. By the time he turned back to face the Hunter, however, Wuyong had stepped closer and had a single outstretched claw pointed in his direction.

	“You,” Wuyong said. “You’re the weakest, Fuyuan. But you’re getting on my nerves so I’ll kill you first.”

	“Great,” Liam said. 

	He stared at the Hunter and stretched as if preparing for nothing more than a good-natured brawl. Then, without another word, he turned and ran.

	 

	***

	 

	 


It was, in hindsight, a demonstrably terrible plan. Even though Liam’s injuries had long since healed, he was still no match for a fully transformed Hunter, much less one with enhancements of his own. He made it most of the way to the street, just far enough to keep Jenn from interfering with her vines, when Wuyong struck him from behind, his claws tearing great gouges in the flesh of Liam’s back.

	To Liam’s surprise, he actually felt the pain of Wuyong’s claws, albeit numbly and for only an instant. Regardless, the sensation was enough to make him suck in a lungful of air, which was promptly driven out of him as he struck the ground. They rolled, and unsurprisingly, it was the Hunter who ended up on top. He stared down at Liam, seemingly perplexed.

	“What are you doing, Fuyuan?” he asked. “You’re not the sort to run.”

	Liam shrugged as best he could, given the oversized claws wrapped around his neck, and tried not to think about the damage they would do to his body. There seemed to be no point in lying.

	“Wanted to give the others a chance to escape,” he said.

	Wuyong chuckled and glanced over his shoulder.

	“They haven’t moved,” he said. “I think they’re planning how to save you.”

	Frowning, Liam craned his head in search of a glimpse, but the Hunter’s thighs blocked his vision. Then, all at once, the claws around his throat tightened. He thrashed, struggling with a sudden, desperate energy he hadn’t known he possessed.

	“Loyalty,” Wuyong growled. “Is a great and terrible thing.”

	Liam’s lungs began to burn. He tried to scream, but the claws strangling him were too tight for even the slightest whisper to escape. The pain caught him by surprise, driving rational thoughts from his mind. How long had it been since he’d felt real pain? Long enough, apparently, for him to forget just how oppressive the agony could be. His legs flailed helplessly, scratching uselessly at the ground while his hands pried at Wuyong’s to no avail.

	And with every passing second, the pain grew worse. His body, uninjured, had nothing to heal. Liam’s limbs began to burn, as if they sought to repair the source of his pain and yet could not.

	Wuyong spotted the blur of motion well before Liam himself did. He drew back, twisting atop Liam’s chest as he prepared to receive the attacker who materialized out of the fog of dust that hung thick in the air.

	Liam sucked in a great, heaving breath, too relieved to even think of looking for the reason.

	Snarling, Damien struck Wuyong at full-force, his shoulder lowered and his claws extended. Wuyong snarled back as he was knocked clean off Liam and the two of them rolled through the dirt. Their limbs were tangled, their fangs and distended jaws swiftly bloodied as the vicious brawl escalated.

	Dazed, Liam sat up slowly. He was just about to rise further when a wave of searing heat washed over his back through the gaps in his torn and tattered shirt. Still gasping for every breath he could manage, he scrambled away on all fours before turning.

	“Damien!” Olivia bellowed. She barely seemed to notice Liam as she marched past him, arms outstretched and blazing. “Get away from him! I’ll handle this!”

	She had not been addressing him, but Liam was not about to pass up the opportunity Olivia’s words presented. He spared a glance at Wuyong and was gratified to find him thrashing beneath Damien’s greater bulk. Climbing to his feet, Liam turned his back on both Hunters and sprinted through the rubble, back the way he’d came.

	He found all three women standing, though Kathryn and Jenn both limped and favored one leg when still. They sagged with relief at the sight of him, Jenn in particular, and ceased to rearm themselves.

	“Wuyong?” Jenn asked.

	“Damien and Olivia have him,” he explained quickly.

	Jenn’s brows rose sharply. “They survived?”

	Liam shrugged. “Apparently. How’re your vines?”

	Jenn sighed and raised her arms. As always, her vines rose in tandem, if a bit less impressively than before. More than half of the wooden tendrils were cracked or outright splintered. Even among those that remained intact, many appeared blackened or charred.

	“Not great,” she said.

	The world shook suddenly as the guns boomed overhead. A plume of smoke and fire erupted no more than a hundred yards away, sending the four of them hastily into cover as bits of rock and splinters of wood pattered down around them like hail.

	“Can you hit it?” Liam asked. He glanced up at the airship, which continued to eclipse more and more of the sky above. It seemed to him to be turning somewhat, though its size made it difficult to tell with any accuracy.

	“I… I’m not sure,” Jenn said. At his sharp glance, she swallowed and stared intensely upward. “No. Not from here, at least. I need another rooftop.”

	“We’ve got one,” Liam pointed out, gesturing at the scarred but standing building next to them.

	“This one’s no good. It’s too close. If we manage to bring it down, it’ll crash right on top of us.”

	“Fine.” Liam glanced around, grimacing. A short distance away, Wuyong had managed to turn the tides of his brawl with Damien. He seemed oblivious to the flames scorching his back and did not even glance in Olivia’s direction as they fought. To make matters worse, Liam could not seem to look past the cratered remains of the building decimated by the Occ artillery without his gaze catching on it.

	“Take Nora and find a better spot,” he said. “I’ll stay here and help keep Wuyong distracted.”

	At this announcement, all three women spoke up in protest, simultaneously.

	“Liam, no! Kat will—”

	“You don’t need to—”

	“Liam, don’t be stupid! We can—”

	Liam did not interrupt them so much as he continued speaking.

	“Just listen,” he said. Turning, he met Jenn’s eyes and squeezed her hand softly. “I’ll take Kathryn with me. Wuyong can’t kill me that quickly. Together, we can buy you enough time.”

	Jenn brought their joined hands to her cheek and kissed the back of his palm fiercely. Her eyes were hard and narrow but, unless he was quite mistaken, he also thought he spotted the beginnings of tears as well. She hid them well, of course, as she did the faint trembling of her fingers by pressing them to her face.

	“Don’t you dare die,” she growled.

	He chuckled, more for her benefit than his own. “I wouldn’t know how,” he said.

	He gave her over to Nora’s care then, watching tensely as the two women hurried away. They headed for the city’s center, weaving between the larger residences until they vanished from sight. Liam stared after them a moment, then turned to Kathryn as she drew near. He held out an arm.

	“Here,” he said.

	To his surprise, Kathryn embraced his arm but did not bite down. When he glanced at her, she smiled up at him.

	“Not hurt,” she assured him. Hiking up her dress in a manner that, for once, was not designed to entice him, she revealed the mostly healed gash on her hip. Though the wound had not disappeared, it no longer bled freely. That it remained at all seemed more of a surprise to her than to him.

	“Not hurt much,” she amended.

	Under different circumstances, Liam would not have indulged her. And yet, at the moment, he couldn’t bring himself to insist.

	“Fine,” he said. “Just drink it then.”

	“Now?” Kathryn asked, her voice suddenly hesitant. Peering past him, she watched the two Hunters continuing their fight.

	“Now,” he said. “I have an idea. But I need you to be faster and stronger than ever before.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	The memory of suffocating and the pain it had caused were still fresh in Liam’s mind as he strode dutifully toward the street where Wuyong continued his two-on-one battle. The Hunter had managed to rise to his feet, shrugging off injuries that healed nearly as soon as they had been inflicted.

	Damien, on the other hand, appeared barely able to stand. His back and shoulders had been sliced open in a dozen places, leaking blood until his sides and lower back appeared to have been dyed red. Olivia stood beside him, both arms held out in front of her to create a makeshift barrier of flames. Her gaze, on the other hand, lingered on her brother as if prepared to catch him at a moment’s notice.

	All three combatants glanced at Liam as he approached, Kathryn following closely in his wake.

	“We’ve got to do it quickly or he’ll heal,” he said. “Follow my lead.”

	He expected arguments, especially from Olivia, but neither sibling so much as spoke. Instead, they nodded, even grinning a bit wearily as he took up a spot in between them. As before, the flames encircling Olivia’s arms singed him even from a distance, but he held his tongue.

	“Now,” he declared. And with that, he sprinted headlong toward his foe.

	Liam had gone barely two steps when Kathryn made her move. She sprang like lightning, sweeping past him with a loping, four-limbed gait that was more animal than human. Her bare feet slid against the ground, kicking up dust as she darted around behind Wuyong’s back. Only then did she abandon her swift, quadruped stance, rising and drawing the blade from her pocket.

	Liam could read the irritation in Wuyong’s expression as the Hunter found himself under attack from both sides. His eyes flashed as he read the battlefield, eventually turning by degrees to face Kathryn—evidently judging her the worthier adversary.

	In light of Wuyong’s attention, Kathryn halted momentarily and began to orbit, practically daring the Hunter to follow her with his eyes. There was no attempt at deception in her movements. But there was an opening.

	Liam struck Wuyong from behind, wrapping his arms around the Hunter’s sides to immobilize his arms.

	“Grab him!” Liam bellowed, hoping beyond hope that Damien had followed his cue.

	He had. Damien struck Wuyong a split-second after the words leapt from Liam’s tongue and sent the three of them tumbling into the dirt.

	Liam grunted as he landed hard, brushing the pain aside as he poured all his strength into restraining the thrashing Hunter. Wuyong’s might far outstripped his and he would have stood no chance on his own. But, thanks to the unequal assistance of Damien, he could almost just manage it. He curled himself around the Hunter’s outstretched arm, using his feet to brace himself and hold the limb aside.

	Daring to tear his gaze away from the claws that twisted inches from his face, Liam caught a glimpse of Damien. Opposite him, the Hunter was carrying more than his fair share of the grappling. He held Wuyong prone, using his legs to keep their enemy from rolling out of their grasp.

	“Kat!” Liam cried, surprised by how strangled his own voice sounded.

	Kathryn did not hesitate, either. She landed nearly astride the Hunter’s head in a single leap, knife held aloft and gleaming. And then, like something out of a nightmare, she brought the blade down—over and over.

	Wuyong bellowed, possibly in pain but certainly in frustration, as Kathryn’s weapon cut him. Liam caught only a brief, sickening glimpse of empty eye sockets pooling with blood before he was forced to look away.

	And yet, despite his injuries, Wuyong continued to heal. He stilled occasionally, arm going slack in Liam’s grip, when Kathryn’s knife dug deep enough into his skull. And yet, a heartbeat later, he would resume thrashing with every bit as much ferocity as before.

	Liam snarled as he felt the first strains of weakness begin to creep into his back and shoulders. Then, as Wuyong slackened suddenly, he sat up frantically and looked about for Olivia. He found her, standing uselessly a dozen paces away, and desperately met her eyes.

	“Olivia!” he shouted, waving her over with his chin. It was fortunate that was the only way he’d signaled her, for Wuyong resumed thrashing the next instant and he was forced flat against the ground with the effort of keeping the Hunter pinned.

	“Won’t die!” Kathryn complained, continuing to pierce the Hunter’s face and neck with her knife. She’d switched to a two-handed grip, presumably to counter the effects of the blood-slickened hilt.

	Liam couldn’t see Olivia approach, but he felt the heat of her flames. He waited until the temperature grew almost unbearable, assuming that meant she was close enough to hear him, and growled out his next instructions through bared teeth.

	“Burn his lungs! Kat! Get his mouth open!”

	Liam had no idea if Wuyong was sensate enough to comprehend his words, but the Hunter certainly reacted as though he had. He howled through gritted fangs and lunged upward, claws straining for Kathryn’s face. Liam roared back in exertion, every muscle in his body aching with the effort of holding the Hunter down.

	He felt, rather than saw, Kathryn’s knife plunge into Wuyong’s face, digging at the sides of his jaw in an attempt to loosen them. The violence sent shudders through Wuyong’s body and the feel of them echoed in Liam’s as spine-tingling chills and splashes of hot, blinding blood against his cheek and brow.

	“Won’t open!” Kathryn snapped.

	Liam looked over, but scarcely had he done so than Wuyong’s mouth flopped open. Kathryn responded quickly, wedging her blade into the Hunter’s mouth and driving it deep. It was a good decision, no sooner had she managed it than the savage wounds began to close and Wuyong’s distended jaw with them.

	He had no time to think. Half-blinded by the blood in his eyes, Liam rolled and thrust a hand into Wuyong’s half-open mouth. The Hunter’s fangs sliced his palm open with ease, but without the pain of the injury to distract him, there was nothing stopping Liam from yanking the fanged orifice wide.

	Olivia did not make him wait long. She landed hard on the Hunter’s chest with both knees, clapped a blazing hand across his mouth as if to silence him, and then bellowed. Again came the rushing of wind and the searing heat that Liam could almost just feel.

	And then, nothing. Blessed silence at last fell as the fight left Wuyong’s body. He collapsed beneath the weight of their collective bodies, his eyes wide and rolling as smoke poured from his wrenched open mouth. The insides of it were scorched black.

	Liam rolled onto his back, sweating and panting for breath. The exhaustion that caught up to him then was so overpowering, it was all he could do not to close his eyes and simply drift off. But of course, he could not afford to do such a thing. Instead, he lifted his hand and stared up at it, watching as the burned flesh sloughed off and was replaced by an expanse of fresh, pink skin.

	“Thank you,” came a growled voice.

	Liam flinched as the Hunter stepped into view. From his upside-down vantage point, it took him a moment to recognize that it was Damien, not Wuyong, who loomed over him. Damien offered his hand and Liam took it gladly with his newly healed one and allowed the Hunter to haul him to his feet.

	“You’re welcome,” he said. Glancing at Wuyong’s motionless body, he grimaced and added, “We should burn it.”

	“Why? He’s dead.”

	“Maybe, but I’ve been wrong about that before,” Liam said.

	Fortunately, Damien did not argue or press him for further explanation. He looked toward his sister and nodded.

	“We’ll handle it,” he said, then peered up at the airship. “You should go find your friends.”

	Liam nodded, then hesitated as he noticed the deep lacerations crisscrossing the Hunter’s back and arms. He’d been so distracted by the desperate struggle with Wuyong that he’d failed to spot them before, but now that he had, he was astonished that Damien was even standing.

	“Let me heal you,” he said. He moved to better access Damien’s flayed skin, but the Hunter surprised him again by turning to place his wounds out of reach.

	“I’ll be fine,” he said. “Go find your friends.”

	“But—”

	“Liam,” Damien said firmly. “You’ve done enough. Go.”

	Despite a part of him that wanted to argue the point, Liam merely nodded. Helping Kathryn to her feet, he turned to face the center of the city. And then, without even releasing her hand, he plunged back into the fight.

	 

	***

	 


Making his way through the maze of buildings as the ground rumbled and shook beneath him, Liam had horrible visions of unsuccessfully wandering the streets for hours. But, unlike virtually every other situation the whole day long, his search for Jenn and Nora proved easier than expected. He’d been searching for barely two minutes when a voice called out to him from above.

	“Liam! Up here!”

	He looked up instantly, grinning from relief at the sight of Nora’s face peering over the edge of a three-story roof to his left. Veering in her direction, he stumbled as Kathryn pulled free of his hand. She did not even bother waiting for him to ascend the stairs; sprinting ahead with all the speed her blood-fueled enhancement could manage, she vaulted up the side of the building and scrambled up to the roof as though it was the most natural thing in the world.

	Muttering a good-natured curse, Liam headed for the stairs. He found the three women waiting for him when he reached the roof. Jenn already stood near the back of the building, her sole remaining vine prepared to slingshot the last of her javelins when the time came. She flashed a grim smile his way at the sight of him, but promptly returned her attention to Nora and the approaching airship.

	“Nora,” she called. “Hurry up. It’s almost over us.”

	Strangely, Nora looked to Liam, not Jenn, and waited as if for permission. Liam frowned, waving her toward Jenn. He crouched as she complied, ready to fling himself from the rooftop at a moment’s notice. The thought of falling three stories was nerve-wracking, even without the promise of pain, but after the previous failure, he was not about to take any chances. The last thing he wanted was to draw the Occs’ attention or distract Jenn’s aim by standing in the open. 

	He stared up at the airship, intending merely to wait for Jenn’s strike. Instead, he found himself unable to tear his gaze away as his rage swelled into a physical force that set his heart to pounding. The airborne vessel was like a manifestation of everything the Occs represented, even more than Wuyong had. It was a vast, impersonal instrument of death, killing in a manner that was both indiscriminate and deeply personal. Just like the Occs themselves.

	They had made him suffer more than he thought possible. They had hurt those he cared about. And the prospect of having to explain to Scott that he’d failed to protect his family was unbearable.

	It was all because of them.

	“Do it,” he growled, mostly to himself. “Blow the fuckers out of the sky.”

	He was so lost in his own fury that the sound of the gunshot caught him by surprise. He spun, eyes going wide as Nora staggered and fell. She cried out, clutching at her shoulder. In the split-second before she landed on the rooftop, Liam spotted both the grisly exit wound where her shoulder blade had once been and the uniformed soldier perched several rooftops away.

	“Kat!” Liam bellowed, but the woman was already moving.

	Kathryn dashed to the edge of the rooftop and launched herself at the Occ. As she flew, the tails of her dress flared out behind her like dirt-stained wings.

	Liam didn’t bother watching her further. A single soldier, even wielding a rifle was not a threat to Kathryn in her current state. Instead, he sprinted to Nora’s side and dropped to his knees over her.

	“Jenn!” he snapped, holding out a hand.

	Jenn didn’t hesitate, gesturing and stabbing his palm with one of her splintered vines. The wound left several inch-long splinters embedded in Liam’s flesh but he plucked them without flinching as blood began to well up in the creases of his hand. Pressing his hand to Nora’s shoulder, he grimaced at the woman’s pained cry and gave her a few seconds to begin healing.

	“You’re okay,” he assured her. “Can you still do it?”

	Sucking air through her teeth, Nora groaned for a moment before answering. When she spoke, her voice was equal parts pained and resolved.

	“I can do it,” she assured him. “Just don’t make me stand up.”

	Liam glanced up at Jenn, who nodded and turned her gaze up at the airship. Then, almost violently, she whirled and ducked as yet more gunshots rang out.

	Turning, Liam felt his stomach drop as yet more Occs began to emerge on three more rooftops, this time between them and the airship. He climbed to his feet, throwing out his arms to shield Jenn with as much of his body as he could. A glance in Kathryn’s direction confirmed she was finishing off her first target and had noticed the next ones, but no matter how fast she moved, there was no way she could reach the newcomers in time.

	“We’re out of time!” Jenn called.

	“Do it!” he bellowed back, then stumbled as a round caught him in the chest. There was no pain, of course, but the impact drove the wind from his lungs. Or, lung, rather, given the placement of the bullet. Struggling to stand fast, he braced himself for more impacts as additional Occs began to aim their rifles in his direction.

	“Try it, you bastards!” he wheezed. He’d intended to shout the words, but a second round caught him in the chest in nearly the same spot as the first. His legs shook, not from fear but rather exertion as two more rounds struck him in the gut.

	Almost without intending to, Liam began to laugh. There was an absurdity to the whole situation that came over him powerfully at that moment. Here he stood, insignificantly wounded again and again by the Occs. The men trying to kill him were the very ones who’d made it impossible for him to die from such attacks.

	It wasn’t funny, but Liam laughed nonetheless. There was nothing else he could do.

	Jenn roared suddenly and Liam turned, afraid the men had managed to hit her despite the wall of his body. But no, she merely lunged, her vine whipping through the air as her javelin hurtled toward the airship.

	Her aim was perfect. Liam could tell where it would land even before the javelin covered half the distance toward the Occ airship. Jenn knew it too, her teeth bared and lips twisted into a vicious, vindictive grin.

	Unfortunately, the effort required to set it on such a course was more than either of them had expected. Jenn stumbled, catching herself with several damaged vines before she could lose her balance and risk falling from the roof. But, in hindsight, it might have been better if she had.

	Several gunshots sounded in quick succession and Jenn’s smirk gave way to shock. She staggered and had just enough time to reach for Liam before her vines gave out.

	Liam dove toward her, but the effort was not enough. He watched, the world seemingly coming to a stop, as Jenn landed on the edge of the roof and slowly, inexorably, slipped over the edge.

	He felt, rather than heard Jenn’s name spill from his lips. But it was too late. 

	And that was how Liam came to be staring over the edge of a rooftop when the Occ airship Zhengfu Zhe detonated over the skies of New Lewville.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	Liam flung himself from the roof, fully prepared for the pain. And to his surprise, it came. A jolt like lightning shot up from the soles of his feet to his hips as his legs splintered on impact. His arm, too, broke in several places as his upper body struck the ground, though that pain was almost non-existent. Glancing down, he noted with satisfaction that his skin was broken in several places, pierced with crimson-on-white fragments of bone.

	Gritting his teeth to bite back a scream, he willed his arm to heal first. The bone crunched as it set, muscles burning with sudden weakness. Ignoring the latter, he dragged himself to Jenn’s side.

	She lay on her back, unmoving save for a slight shudder in her chest that could not quite be called breathing. Her limbs were splayed, obviously broken in a manner nearly as bad as his legs. Their injuries were not quite as exposed as the gunshot wound, however, and so Liam focused on that first. Groaning, he hauled himself up into a sitting position and began to slather generous handfuls of blood from his legs onto her wounded chest.

	“You’re okay,” he murmured, as much to himself as to the woman beside him. “You’re okay, Jenn. You’ll be fine. Just heal. Everything’s going to be okay.”

	He watched as Jenn’s wound closed, first with relief and then with a slowly dawning sense of dread. Despite the healing of her most obvious injuries, Jenn did not stir. Her chest continued to shake, but her half-open eyes did not move. Instead, she sputtered once and a thin trickle of blood leaked from her mouth.

	“Jenn?” Liam whispered. Then, more urgently, “Jenn?”

	Still, she did not move.

	Snarling, Liam yanked one of his shattered legs into a more convenient position, then cursed as it reset and the skin reknit. Gathering as much of the spilled blood as he could, he began to apply to any place he could think to. He streaked her broken limbs, her various scrapes, and even her parted lips. And then, when none of these resulted in any change, he dribbled the leftovers directly into her mouth.

	His fingers came away covered in blood that was not his own.

	“Jenn?” he called, yet again.

	This time, her stillness did not spur him to any action. Instead, he slowly reached out with trembling fingers to check her throat for any sign of a heartbeat. Then, at the last second, he stopped short. The answer he hoped to find would not help him further and the alternative was too terrible even to consider. Better not to know. Better to…

	“Please,” he whispered. “Jenn, please. Don’t leave me alone.”

	She did not answer. And it was then that the tears started.

	Liam took her hand, cradling it between his own and bringing it unthinkingly to his lips. He kissed it helplessly, clutching it as if for dear life as despair threatened to overtake him. He did not even notice as his opposite leg healed itself. Then, as the light blanched, he turned and saw the flames of the careening airship above them—though not nearly as high above as before.

	Sighing, Liam turned back to Jenn. This was good. The prospect of continuing on without her was too painful to contemplate. Better that they meet their end together. Here. Amid the flames of their pyrrhic victory. Perhaps this way he’d even manage to die.

	Closing his eyes, he stretched out on his back, intertwined his fingers with Jenn’s, and waited for the end.

	Jenn’s neck cracked suddenly and she lunged violently upright, coughing and gasping for breath. Liam sat up instantly, too astonished to be relieved. Or at least, he was until Jenn fell upon him. Her arms were around his shoulders, her entire body shaking with coughs and gasps and sobs.

	The time in which Jenn held him felt like a timeless eternity, but could not have been more than a handful of seconds because when she drew back, the falling behemoth still had not struck the ground. Surprisingly, it was Liam who collected himself first.

	“Jenn, we need to move,” he said. When she did not immediately reply, he turned her and gestured urgently at the Zhengfu Zhe. “Jenn!”

	“Okay,” she said, shakily.

	He helped her to her feet, his impatience kept at bay by the simple, overwhelming joy of watching her move and breathe. Still, even by the time she was standing, some part of the usual Jenn had returned. She glanced around, wincing and pressing a hand to her neck as she did so.

	“Where’s Nora?” she asked. “And Kathryn?”

	“On the roof. Can you walk on your own?”

	“Not very well,” she said. Then, at Liam’s expression, she smiled softly and added, “I’ll be fine. Can you get them? That thing is about to burn half the city down.”

	Liam hesitated, reluctant to leave Jenn’s side for even a second. She must have perceived the reason for his hesitation, however, for her smile widened.

	“I’ll be fine,” she repeated. “Go on. Be quick and I’ll make it worth your while.”

	 

	***

	 


He found Nora and Kathryn waiting for him on the rooftop when he arrived. Nora still had not risen, but her pained expression had mostly faded and vanished entirely when Liam appeared. Kathryn, on the other hand, was nursing a long, uneven cut to her arm and staring transfixed up at the approaching plume of flame. Upon noticing Liam, she immediately forgot about both details and trotted over to him, wearing a worried look.

	“Safe?” she asked.

	“I’m fine,” he said without thinking, pushing past her as he made his way to Nora’s side.

	“No, no,” Kathryn grumbled, grabbing him by the arm. “Not Liam. Plant-girl. Jenn. Safe? Not hurt?”

	He looked at her, pleasantly surprised, and nodded in the direction they’d both fallen. “Down there,” he said, gesturing. “She’s alive. Not hurt.”

	The words very nearly choked him and he blew out a shaky breath as he helped Nora to her feet.

	“What about you?” he asked. “How’s your shoulder?”

	“Hurts,” Nora said. Then, when Liam made to check her wounds, she shrugged and pushed past him. “Later. We need to move. I want to find Julie.”

	Liam froze. He had steadfastly avoided thinking about Julie—and her children—except in the abstract. The rage her loss had brought him was occasionally useful, but…

	“Nora,” he said, quietly. “I’m not sure that now is—”

	Nora spun to face him. And from the emotions she displayed, he understood instantly that the woman had been carrying a burden far greater than his own. She had been the one to help care for Julie’s children. She had been the one whose enhancement brought the airship’s weapons to bear on them. And, perhaps most unreasonably, she had been the one to live through that failure.

	“I want to find Julie,” Nora repeated, in a tone that made it clear she intended to go with or without him.

	And so, Liam replied the only way he could.

	“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

	 

	***

	 


They had only just reached the ground floor of the building when the burning wreck of the Zhengfu Zhe struck the city. Liam staggered as the earth shook beneath him and threw up an arm to ward off the heat from the fiery plume it sent up. The nearest edge of the buoyant frame had leveled structures only three streets away and though its fire was fading quickly, the same could not be said for the homes it ignited. Already, the air had grown thick with acrid smoke that made his eyes water. Fortunately, Jenn’s precise aim had managed to strike the vessel more closely on one side and so the airship had keeled in a manner more parallel to the city wall than perpendicular.

	This fact proved doubly fortunate in that it left their original vantage point untouched.

	By the time Liam reached Jenn, she was already mid-embrace with Nora and the two were exchanging quiet words. Kathryn tagged alongside the pair of them, apparently engrossed in whatever conversation he’d missed in the interim. If either of the women was bothered by her presence, they gave no indication of it.

	A somber atmosphere fell over the four of them as they neared the rubble, however. Dust and smoke hung thick in the air, noticeably more potent than it had been even a block away. Here and there, newly collapsed, dust-covered bodies lay strewn about the narrow streets, though it was impossible to tell whether the casualties were due to combat, the crashed airship, the environment, or some combination of the three.

	Halting as a coughing fit overtook him, Liam pulled his shirt up to cover his nose and mouth. He was still forced to squint to keep his eyes from burning too badly to see, but even that was almost preferable to witnessing the gruesome spectacle around him.

	Without a word of guidance or coordination, Nora and Jenn began to dig through the rubble. Jenn made particularly good time; though all but a single vine was damaged, she was able to use the remnants to pull the largest beams of wood away from the mound. Kathryn lent her aid where she could. She worked diligently at Nora’s side, helping the woman to handle the heaviest loads and sending up a frenzied spray of debris whenever she was left to her own devices.

	For his part, Liam could muster the willpower to offer only occasional assistance. This was partly due to his growing nervousness—he’d come dangerously close to losing Jenn and couldn’t bring himself to stop peering around in search of ambushes—but also due to the regret gnawing a hole in his stomach.

	He didn’t want to imagine Scott’s face when he told him. And the deeper they dug, the more that conversation felt real to him.

	“Here!” Nora cried suddenly, straining to move a particularly broad slab of pockmarked wood. Liam turned as the other women joined Nora’s side.

	The body they uncovered was not Julie, but Andrew. Even from a distance, Liam could tell that the man was long dead, his face unnaturally pale beneath a crust of dried blood. And yet, to Liam’s exceedingly guilty relief, nothing on Andrew’s features spoke of pain. The man’s face was calm, his eyes closed, and his hands still wrapped around the broken barrel of his rifle. He could almost have been sleeping, save for the blood and pallor of his skin.

	Jenn lifted him carefully from the rubble with her vines, but no sooner had she extricated Andrew’s body than she gasped and practically dropped the corpse. Liam staggered forward, horrified, but stopped in his tracks when Jenn spun to face him. Her eyes were wide and urgent.

	“Liam!” she cried. “Over here!”

	Walking forward as if in a dream, Liam soon found himself standing on an unsteady pile of splintered boards and staring down into the pile of debris. To his utter disbelief, he found three small faces squinting back up at him from a natural cavity in the rubble. The largest of these held a palm against a clenched and bleeding eye, but somehow managed to appear slightly amused, regardless.

	“About fucking time, kid,” Julie said. “You decide to take a nap first or something?”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	It took the better part of half an hour for the four of them to successfully excavate Julie and her children from the rubble. They could have done the work faster, but the instability of the mound slowed them. The last thing they wanted to do was overlook some detail and accidentally bury the three in a fresh avalanche of debris. In the end, however, there was no stopping Nora as she leapt feet-first into the pit and helped Julie to her feet before passing the children up into Jenn’s waiting arms.

	Liam wanted to embrace Julie the second she staggered upright and climbed weakly from the wreckage. He held back, however, watching with muted satisfaction as Nora, Jenn, and even Kathryn made good on the desire. In the end, he merely offered his hand—and chuckled as Julie ignored it and drew him gingerly into a hug.

	“Glad you’re okay,” he said.

	Julie nodded as she drew back and turned to stare at Andrew’s body, her expression grim.

	“It’s thanks to that one,” she said. “Threw himself on top of us before the place came down.”

	Liam followed her gaze and regarded Andrew with newfound appreciation. It wasn’t that he’d had any reason to doubt Andrew’s good nature before, but knowing that the man had sacrificed himself and moved when Liam had been frozen in shock made the loss sting in a way it hadn’t before.

	“He was a good man,” he said softly.

	“He was,” Julie agreed. She coughed dryly, then glanced toward the slowly encroaching line of fire and smoke. “Guess you lot brought it down, huh?”

	“Eventually,” Liam said. Then, all at once, he remembered himself. “We should move. There are still Occs in the city. Can you walk?”

	“I’ll manage. But where the hell is there to go?”

	Liam hesitated and glanced at Nora and Jenn. Both women stood close by, but neither volunteered any suggestions. Biting his lip, he eyed what little he could see of the airship’s immense frame before answering.

	“The garrison should still be standing. We’ll head there.”

	“That’s close to the wall,” Nora pointed out. “The Occs might already have taken it.”

	“Maybe,” he admitted. “But some of them have already made it this far. For all we know, they’ve taken the Mayor’s palace by now. And at least this way we can look for any survivors before leaving the city.”

	“We’re leaving the city?” Jenn asked. There was a peculiar quality to her voice that drew each of their gazes. She stiffened beneath them, but held Liam’s gaze without wavering.

	“Did… did you want to stay?” Liam asked, incredulous. He gestured half-heartedly at the devastation around them. “Why?”

	“No,” Jenn admitted. “I don’t want to stay. But the people here, the militia, Tobias’ men… there are going to be lots of injured. I thought you would want to stay and help, at least for a little while.”

	“They won’t stay injured for long if the Occs take the city,” Julie warned.

	Jenn looked at her then, and Liam could see her scowl beginning to form. He raised a placating hand before either of them could risk offending the other.

	“Let’s focus on one thing at a time,” he said, doing his best to sound firm yet gentle. “Maybe the Occs will regroup now that the, um, Zhe…”

	“Zhengfu Zhe!” Kathryn supplied helpfully, without accent. She beamed at him, obviously satisfied with her contribution.

	“—the airship is destroyed,” Liam concluded. “Maybe they’ll pull back.”

	The silence that answered him was not one of agreement, as evidenced by the expressions of the women around him. But no one contradicted him either. Instead, they merely offered half-hearted nods. Wincing, Julie stretched a bit before accepting Morgan from Nora’s arms and leaning weakly on the younger woman’s shoulder.

	They departed slowly, Liam assuming the head of their makeshift formation and advancing a dozen or so paces as a ward against potential ambushes. Unsurprisingly, they’d gone less than a block before Kathryn caught up to him, slipping her hand into his and grinning up at him. He returned her smile, albeit in a tired sort of fashion, then stooped a bit toward her.

	“Kat, I’ve got a job for you,” he said, barely louder than a whisper.

	Her eyes widened and she nodded, face straining toward him.

	“I want you to stay with Julie and Nora,” he said. As expected, the young woman’s eagerness vanished at once. Unabated, he continued. “This is important. If the Occs find us—hell, if anyone starts shooting—I want you to get them to safety. Protect them. Understood?”

	Kathryn’s smile did not reappear, but she nodded nevertheless.

	“Then, I want you to move as fast as you can. I’ll draw their attention and you hit them where they least expect it. Fast and strong, okay?”

	A bit of Kathryn’s trademark smirk returned at that, curling the corner of her mouth on one side. She squeezed his hand, briefly, and then released it.

	“Fast and strong,” she agreed. Drawing the bloodstained knife from her pocket, she spun it comfortably on her palm and veered away from him, back toward Julie and Nora where they brought up the rear.

	Liam watched her go for a second, then returned his gaze to the dust-strewn stretch of road before him. He’d gone barely a dozen paces when Jenn materialized at his side, taking the opposite hand from the one Kathryn had. He jumped slightly, surprised by her sudden appearance and she laughed under her breath.

	“That was nicely done,” she murmured. “You’re getting better at handling her.”

	He eyed her a moment, then squeezed her hand once and let it fall.

	“I thought you said she was dangerous,” he said.

	“I did. And she is,” Jenn said, unapologetic. “But that was out there. She’s dangerous when we need to be quiet and subtle. Here, with everything going on, we could use a little dangerous.”

	Liam snorted. “Glad you approve.”

	“I didn’t say that,” Jenn countered, her voice growing even quieter. “This feels risky, Liam.”

	“I thought you wanted to stay?”

	“I do. And you’re right, the Occs will pull back to regroup.”

	“Then what’s the problem?”

	Jenn stopped in her tracks, only for the span of a single step, but the brief hesitation was enough to draw Liam’s gaze. She frowned at him and shrugged to readjust the thin, battered pieces of her armor that remained. Then, her expression unchanged, she nodded in the direction of their destination. Even from many blocks away, the crumbling, still-smoking remains of the city wall could be seen over the single-story rooftops of the buildings nearest it.

	“Where exactly do you think they’re planning to regroup?” she asked.

	 

	***

	 


The gunfire began in earnest as they reached a point five or six blocks from the garrison. The sound of it, close, frequent, and utterly unlike the sporadic outbursts that had plagued the city for hours, was sufficient to make the hair on the back of Liam’s neck stand on end. He crouched in the middle of the street, hunting for any sign that he was the cause or target. When none came, he glanced back and was relieved to see Kathryn had quickly ushered her charges into the relative shelter of a half-crumbled building.

	Jenn, on the other hand, had not gone quite so far. Though tucked in the slight depression of a doorway, she stood tall and scanned the street in a manner quite similar to Liam’s. Noticing his gaze, she cast a final look about and dashed to his side.

	“It’s ahead of us,” she noted. Her sole remaining vine lay draped over her shoulder, curving upward like a scorpion’s tail.

	“Should we split up?” he asked. “We could go on ahead and see who’s shooting.”

	Jenn shook her head, her mouth a thin, tense line that left no color in her lips.

	“There’s no point,” she said. “Either way, we know there are Occs. It’s better if we stay together. I don’t want to leave Julie unprotected.”

	“She’s not—” Liam began to argue, then stopped short. There was no point in splitting hairs. “Fine. I’ll check things out. You stay with her and follow after. Just keep your distance.”

	“That sounds like splitting up,” Jenn said. She grinned, just for a split-second, then squeezed his shoulder. “Be careful. We’ll be right behind you.”

	Liam didn’t watch her go, though he did wait for the sound of her footsteps to fade somewhat before he straightened and continued onward. He wished Jenn would have agreed to linger back, but there was a certain logic to her advice. It made sense to keep Julie close to the one who could heal her, rather than risk her being stumbled upon, alone and isolated, by retreating Occ soldiers.

	But, sensible or not, the nagging worry of Julie’s presence left him anxious and jumpy as he made his way toward the garrison. He paused frequently, peering down alleys and through open windows for signs of any ambushes. Finding none, he continued his slow, terrifying march toward the sound of continued gunfire.

	He was still two blocks away when he got his first peek of the garrison. And it was barely a second later when the first bullet caught him in the arm.

	Liam yelped, in surprise not pain, and stumbled as he was struck. He glanced around, certain he’d been struck from an unexpected direction. But no, the shot had come from the garrison. Frowning, he threw up his arms and walked toward the structure as quickly as he dared. To his relief, no more shots were fired in his direction, though the gunfire as a whole did not abate.

	From the look of the courtyard, the garrison had been emptied of all its furniture. A makeshift barricade of heavy trunks and upturned tables reinforced the symbolic fence that ringed its outer limits. And from behind the hastily assembled wall, dozens of men and rifles could be seen protruding like quills. At the center of the defenses, a smoldering pair of fires sent up thin columns of smoke that quickly dispersed and joined the rest of the cloud that hung thick over everything.

	It was difficult to hear anything over the echo of gunfire, but Liam could just make out the sound of a familiar voice, calling loudly over the din.

	“Hold your fire, idiots! Hold—no, not you! You lot keep firing! I was talking to—damn it! Over here, son! Liam!”

	Liam paused as a section of the perimeter wall shuddered and slid. In the gap, stood Colonel Ryan. Her face was pebbled with mud and flecks of what looked like blood, but she flashed a grim smile as she waved him urgently forward.

	Only too happy to comply, Liam hurried toward her and through the temporary gate.

	“I’ll be damned,” she exclaimed. “Thought you’d be dead by now.”

	“Not quite,” he said. Then, upon noticing the militiamen beginning to restore the wall, he added quickly, “Wait a minute. The others are coming.”

	“Others?” the Colonel asked, distractedly. She glanced at him, then turned her attention back to the section of garrison that faced the destroyed city gate.

	“The ones with me,” he said quickly, afraid of losing her attention. “Nora, Julie, and—”

	“The mother?” she said. Her eyes darted to him and even in that momentary gaze, he could read her reluctance. “We’ll be overrun the second the Occs figure out who’s in charge of them. It isn’t safe here.”

	“It isn’t safe anywhere,” Liam snapped before he could help himself.

	“No shit. You lot should head north. Most of the Occs are here, so you might be able to break through one of the other gates. If you’re lucky, you can—”

	“Nora and Julie took down the airship!” Liam interrupted, drawing looks from not only the Colonel but many of the men nearest them. “Please. We can help.”

	Glaring at him, though not in a particularly hostile fashion, the woman huffed and threw up her arms.

	“Fine,” she snapped. “Then tell them to hurry the fuck up. We need all the help we can get.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	It wasn’t long before the others arrived. In fact, Liam had only just stepped through the gate to go looking for them when Jenn appeared at the end of the narrow street he’d traveled. Fortunately, this time, no one shot at the unexpected newcomer.

	There was no need for debate or conversation. Without so much as a word of prompting, Julie squeezed past Liam’s side, patted his shoulder appreciatively, and took her eldest child from Nora’s arms. From there, she vanished into the garrison itself, passing out of sight, and for the moment, worry.

	It was only when Nora made to follow her that Liam intervened.

	“Nora,” he called, loudly enough to make himself heard over the continued gunfire. She paused, turning to look at him, and from her expression, it was obvious that she knew what he was about to ask.

	“Okay,” she said, though her voice quavered more than a little. “How can I help?”

	It was not a rhetorical question. Looking around, Liam could immediately see that the Colonel’s words had not been inaccurate. There were barely more than fifty militiamen clustered tightly inside the garrison’s walls and less than two-thirds of those looked to be in any fit state for fighting. All but a few of those that remained lined the forward wall that bore the brunt of the Occ attack. The half-dozen others, like the one that had shot him, nervously warded rest of the garrison’s perimeter, while a lone, harried-looking medic roamed amid the thirty or so casualties offering whatever paltry aid he could.

	The Occs, on the other hand, seemed content to take their time. From the slight gaps and irregular edge of the wall, Liam could see dozens tucked among the many surrounding buildings and slums. Most of these seemed content to wait, emerging only rarely to fire off a shot or two, or doing so en masse whenever another ragtag bunch of survivors returning from the city’s depths arrived to scramble out through the city’s perforated wall. This irregular warfare made it almost impossible to calculate their true numbers, though Liam guessed they were at least equal to the surviving militiamen. Worse still, their scattered shelter made them infinitely less exposed than the crouching defenders lined almost shoulder to shoulder inside the garrison.

	The one saving grace to the whole, miserable affair was that it made his reply to Nora’s question a simple conclusion to reach.

	“Okay,” he said, dropping to one knee. “Here’s what we’ll do.”

	Nora, Jenn, and Kathryn knelt likewise around him. Doing so brought them close, so close their faces nearly touched, but it was the only way in which he could speak without shouting at the top of his lungs.

	“Nora, you and Jenn will target the Occs, just like the airship. Use anything you can. We don’t want anything left standing for the Occs to hide behind. Kathryn, you come with me. I’m going to heal as many people as I can and I need you to keep me bleeding.”

	While Nora and Jenn had merely nodded in response to his instructions, Kathryn scowled at hers.

	“Not kill Occs?” she complained.

	Despite himself, Liam chuckled.

	“Not yet,” he said. “Right now, I need your help. But once the Occs figure out what’s going on, they’re going to get desperate. So, if anyone gets injured, especially Jenn or Nora, I want you to bring them to me. I’ll keep healing them until this is over.” He exhaled shakily. “One way or another. Any questions?”

	There were none.

	Liam roamed the yard without stooping, much to the dismay of several militiamen along the walls. They called out to him, gesturing urgently for him to take cover. This noise subsided just as quickly as it began, as the better informed among them quickly shared their knowledge of Liam’s enhancement. This knowledge was passed on just as effectively to the Occs themselves, though it took nearly a dozen bullets for them to discover his relative immunity to their weapons. They ceased to fire at him, thereafter, and returned their deadly gaze to the garrison’s defenders.

	The distraction Liam had provided, however, was sufficient to allow Jenn and Nora to reach their assigned position without impediment. No sooner had they crouched into place than he turned smartly on his heel and ran to the side of the beleaguered medic.

	“Show me the dying!” he shouted over the echoing roar of gunfire. When the man barely glanced at him, Liam seized him by the arm and hauled him up from his current patient.

	“Get off!” the man snapped. “Damn it, ‘m busy!”

	Liam ignored him. “I can help!” he continued. “Show me the dying! I can save them!”

	The medic stared at him, and from his expression, he would have much longer if not for the bullet that caught him in the neck just then. The man fell, dragging Liam down with him. His eyes bulged as he stared up at Liam, his hands clawing at his wounded neck.

	“Kat!” he bellowed.

	She had followed him in his roaming across the yard, crouching on all fours with the bearing of some feral beast. At his call, she dashed to his side, drew her knife, and plunged it without hesitation through the palm of his outstretched hand.

	Liam winced, not from pain, but from the sight of his flesh impaled. He did not indulge the gruesome spectacle long. The moment Kathryn pulled the blade free, he clapped a hand to the medic’s neck, mixing his blood with the man’s own. He waited just long enough to be sure that the man’s wound would heal, then rose and moved on.

	“Stay with me,” he said to Kat. Then, to the medic, he added, “When you can stand, show me the dying. I’ll heal them first.”

	Kat nodded, then grinned and licked the blood from the flat of her knife.

	Liam moved from casualty to casualty, smearing his blood across the gravest wounds he could find. Every so often, as the knife gash in his hand healed, he held it out and Kathryn would repeat her early assistance. For most of those he healed, the improvement was apparent immediately. The color returned to pale faces, groaning subsided, and motionless figures began to stir. The first of these was evening rising to her feet when the first of Nora’s grenades exploded.

	From the sudden abatement of Occ fire, it was obvious that the detonation had caught them by surprise. It was not until the second explosion a few seconds later that they seemed to realize the danger. Shouts went up in a familiar, yet incomprehensible language as the Occs began to move, scuttling out from cover and sprinting for the gap in the city wall like fleeing insects. A raucous cry went up from the militiamen at the sight, followed by a barrage of gunfire. Several of the defenders even rose to their feet, bellowing out taunts and curses as they fired upon the retreating Occs.

	Liam grinned, of course, but did not share in the celebrations. For one, he was far too busy healing the wounded to indulge in such things. For another, some part of him could not accept the notion that the Occs could be driven back by such a paltry counterattack. They had lost their advantage with the destruction of the airship, yes, but as Scott had pointed out, the troops massing at the Tennessee had not been conscripts and amateurs, but regulars.

	Unfortunately, his pessimism soon proved correct. After a few minutes of blessed silence, during which he managed to heal all but the most minor injuries of the wounded militiamen, the distant sound of shouted orders began to filter through the smoky air. For a moment, that seemed to be the end of it. But then, like ants spilling from a disturbed hill, the Occs charged back through the broken down section of New Lewville’s wall.

	The militia opened fire. In the blink of an eye, a half dozen of the Occs fell before the opening volley, staggering and falling amid the rubble. An explosion caught the next group as Jenn hurled the next of Nora’s grenades. But then, a few at a time, the Occs began to slip through the cracks in the defenses. They vanished amid the handful of remaining homes and huts, sheltering behind them and occasionally peeking out to take potshots at the garrison.

	Liam stumbled forward as the first militiaman fell to the Occ counterattack. The man yelled in pain, his cries growing more acute as Kathryn reached him and dragged him indelicately away by an arm. Hurrying forward to minimize the man’s suffering, Liam held out a hand. Kathryn stabbed it almost without looking, then bounded away as another militiaman fell.

	Soon, Liam found himself in a strange monotony, moving from casualty to casualty as soon as they occurred. The men and women he healed offered only occasional thanks as their wounds closed, but the relief on their faces when he appeared over them and as their pain vanished was thanks enough.

	Before long, not even the Occs could fail to notice his role in healing the fallen. Fury and frustration filled their officers’ shouted orders. And as much as Liam tried to focus on the task at hand, he could not help but glance toward the attackers whenever the voices rose.

	“Won’t be long now,” growled a voice, practically in his ear.

	Startled, Liam turned to find Colonel Ryan crouching at his side. Her cheek was streaked with fresh blood, but otherwise, she seemed to be unhurt and in good spirits. Her hands were wrapped tight around a dirt-stained rifle.

	“Until what?” he asked, stepping back as his patient sat up and gingerly tested his formerly shot-through arm.

	“The Occs aren’t dumb,” Ryan said. “By now, they’ll know it’s only a matter of time. If they have Hunters, they’ll use them soon.”

	Liam glanced at her, then shrugged.

	“I’ve already killed one today. What’s a few more?”

	To his surprise, the woman chuckled and clapped him firmly on the shoulder.

	“Atta boy,” she said, grinning. “I could use a—”

	Her words were drowned out by a sudden, bestial howling. At first, there was only a single voice to be heard. Then, like a pack of wolves challenging a full, shining moon, other howls joined the first. At the sound, the gunfire from both factions subsided to little more than occasional spurts.

	“Speak of the devils,” Ryan growled. Turning from Liam, she scurried along the line of defenders, crowing. “Steady, boys! Keep those rifles loaded! The bastards bleed like the rest of us!”

	Standing tall, Liam made his way to the section of wall where Jenn and Nora crouched. Kathryn accompanied him, apparently sensing correctly that her duties as a medic’s assistant were at an end. The women looked up at his arrival and offered thin smiles.

	“Well done,” Liam said, uncertain what else to do. “Sounds like the Occs are getting desperate.”

	“For all the good it does us,” Nora said, dejected. She gestured vaguely over the wall. “They’ve got Hunters, Liam.”

	“Wuyong was enhanced,” Liam said. He flinched as an Occ bullet whizzed past his face, removing the lobe of his ear. He rubbed the spot for a second, until the flesh healed. “These will die easier.”

	“You don’t know that!” Nora protested. She might have spoken more, but Jenn took her hand, squeezed it, and then patted her cheek reassuringly.

	“Liam’s right,” she said. “We’ve killed Hunters before—normal and enhanced. We can do it again.”

	Liam frowned. “We have?”

	Now it was Jenn’s turn to frown. “Of course we have,” she said. “Abernathy, remember?”

	“Wasn’t fair,” Kathryn chimed in bitterly. “Kathryn was fast and strong. Was show.”

	“Oh.” Liam chuckled, nodding. “You’re right. I forgot.”

	Nora sighed in obvious exasperation and looked around at the three of them. Despite her gloomy words, a wry smile was beginning to break through her grim expression.

	“You forgot you killed a Hunter?” she asked. “You three are ridiculous.”

	“Wasn’t worth remembering,” Liam said, stretching. “We’re enhanced. It comes with the territory.”

	He was still stretching when the gunfire resumed in earnest.

	 

	***

	 


Liam turned to find a scene like something out of a nightmare. A half-dozen figures leapt toward the garrison from the top of the city wall, inhuman limbs outstretched like great wings. The militiamen nearest to the wall swiveled and opened fire on the Hunters, but only succeeded in hitting a single one before the predators struck the ground. They landed on all fours like the beasts they resembled, and then they were among the defenders.

	Cries split the air as men were torn to shreds beneath the Hunters’ claws and fangs. In a matter of seconds, a dozen of the militiamen fell. Yet, despite their swift, almost mechanical deaths, they did not go effortlessly. The injured Hunter was slowed by his wounds and fell after a few additional rounds to the chest. Another toppled from a lucky shot to the head and lay twitching amid the corpses of his victims.

	These small victories were not enough to rally the defenders though. A panic seized hold of the militiamen as the Occ regulars resumed firing. Those who did not flee outright cowered beneath the garrison’s wall and shied away from the transfigured invaders, tripping and trampling their fellows in the process.

	Even Colonel Ryan, for all her poise, was not immune to the primal terror the Hunters inspired. She retreated too, eyes wide and hands shaking as she fired clumsily at the advancing foes.

	Only Liam stood fast. 

	Or, at least, so it seemed at first.

	Snarling deep in her throat, Kathryn stalked low in his shadow like a semi-tamed wildcat. With one hand, she clutched her knife. With the other, her sharpened nails curled in a petite imitation of a Hunter’s claws.

	Next came Jenn. Though her vines were tattered and mostly useless after the damage they’d taken, she lifted the remains about her like so many spines. They curled around her like the legs of a dying spider.

	And, to Liam’s immense surprise, Nora joined her. The woman’s entire body shook as she stood at Jenn’s side. In her hands, she clung to the last of her improvised ammunition—a handful of spent brass and a warped, angular joint that looked as though it had once been part of a door hinge.

	“Thank you, Nora,” Liam said. He wasn’t sure if she could hear him over the din of gunfire, but turned to offer her a smile, anyway. “You’re very brave.”

	She didn’t have time to reply. A howl went up from the Hunters then and Nora reacted without hesitation. Licking the spent ammunition, she flung it wildly toward the enemies. Though her terror was obvious, her application of her enhancement was perfect—or at least lucky. The spent brass detonated in the midst of the Hunters, annihilating the legs of the nearest and sending the remaining three sprawling.

	It was all the cue anyone needed. Jenn and Kathryn charged, each woman pouncing onto one of the stunned Hunters. Jenn’s vines slammed downward, skewering her target in a dozen places. It was not a deadly blow, but if the Hunter’s pained roar was any indication, her attack was a good start.

	Kathryn, on the other hand, went for the kill immediately. Her blade found her chosen Hunter’s throat immediately, slashing with nearly as much vigor as her claws. But, even as she landed blow after blow, her victim began to recover. He caught her by the roots of her short hair, wrenching her head to the side and using the leverage to fling her roughly aside.

	Liam could wait no longer. The third and final Hunter was climbing to his feet, bulbous eyes blazing with fury.

	“Help Kathryn!” he bellowed, hoping Nora would be sensible enough to realize he was addressing her.

	He charged forward, aiming a kick at the Hunter’s face. It landed hard and he felt cartilage crunch. The Hunter barely even seemed to notice, however. It stood, locking eyes with him and wiping a thin smear of blood from its lip with a claw—eliminating the only evidence that Liam had done damage at all.

	Everything in Liam’s body, and mind, screamed at him to flee. The Hunter sparked some primal fear in him, precisely as it had been designed to do. Staring into its eyes, and watching as those eyes ascended to loom over him, was like gazing up at a force of nature. And yet, he would not allow himself to run. The moment he did, he knew he would never stop.

	And Liam was done running.

	“Come on, you ugly bastard,” he growled. “What’re you waiting for?”

	The Hunter stared down at him, evidently surprised by prey that would not flee. Then it laughed, and the sound of it sent a chill down Liam’s spine.

	It took all of his willpower not to flinch as the Hunter swung at him. And even then, he did not manage it perfectly. He jerked as the Hunter’s claw swiped his chest, cleaving through flesh and bone with ease and splattering the trampled dirt beneath them with blood. Still, he managed not to backpedal or stumble and so was rewarded with the Hunter’s shock when Liam remained standing. That astonishment doubled as his wounds closed in the span of a second.

	Taking advantage of the Hunter’s distraction, Liam aimed a second kick, this time between his foe’s legs. It landed and although without the satisfying crunch of the Hunter’s face, he was nevertheless gratified by the involuntary grunt that sprang from its lips. The Hunter staggered and Liam was briefly permitted to indulge in a hopeless fantasy of victory.

	But no, the Hunter had not been hurt by the blow. Its staggering was merely a faint, and an effective one. Liam yelped as it seized his leg by the ankle, squeezing with its immense paw until the bones cracked. And then, with unimaginable strength, the Hunter swung him through the air and slammed him face-first into the dirt.

	It was not until the pain reached him that Liam realized how much trouble he was in. A ferocious, crippling ache ran through his body like a shudder from scalp to ankle, all the more intense for being unexpected. He tried to move, but the Hunter swung him a second time, bashing him heavily against the garrison’s wall.

	This time, he tried to move. Unfortunately, his attempts proved utterly unsuccessful. He could not even groan. The very air seemed to have been driven from his lungs and though he could feel his body’s enhancement working to catch up, the scope of the damage was far, far worse than he wanted to even guess at.

	Only his eyes seemed to be working, albeit blurrily. Liam watched as the Hunter bent toward him. Its massive eyes burned with rage and its drooping, fanged mouth seemed unable to decide between biting or taunting him.

	Liam wanted to look around, to see how Jenn and Kathryn were faring. At the moment, it was the only thing that could have comforted him. But the Hunter’s eyes held him, transfixed, even as its claws found his throat.

	And then, in a spray of blood, the Hunter staggered. Its grip on his throat vanished.

	Liam watched as the Hunter spun to face Colonel Ryan and bellowed. The woman’s face paled and her rifle dropped from her fingers as she backed away. But then, she was not alone.

	Jenn pounced on the Hunter from behind, stabbing at its broad back and shoulders with her vines. The last of her intact ones appeared to have splintered, but she used its remains to great effect. It dug into the meat of the Hunter’s neck, burrowing down into his flesh with a writhing, serpentine motion. Still roaring, the Hunter whirled and swung in her direction. His claws missed her by inches, slicing instead through several of her outstretched vines and reducing them to useless stubs.

	And then, Kathryn was upon him as well. Her lip and nose were bloodied and her dress was even more tattered than usual, but her actions were just as fast and strong as ever. Landing astride the Hunter’s shoulders, she plunged her knife into its temple, driving the blade to the hilt. Even so, it took a moment for her foe to realize the fatality of the wound. He reached for her, fumbling a moment until his legs gave out and he collapsed.

	Kathryn waited until the last moment, just before the Hunter’s body struck the ground. Leaping from his shoulders, she landed delicately. With one hand, she held her knife—now coated with both blood and brain matter. With the other, she held her dress flat against her legs to keep it from flaring indecently.

	In an instant, both women were at his side.

	“Liam, are you okay?” Jenn demanded. “Where are you hurt?”

	He laughed and was doubly relieved to discover both that he could, and without pain.

	“Everywhere,” he admitted. “The Occs?”

	As if in answer to his question, a group of rallying militiamen hurried past them. They scooted along the edge of the garrison wall, alternately moving and firing toward the Occ regulars. He winced at the deafening boom of the rifles almost directly overhead.

	“Falling back, I think,” Jenn said, once the gunfire had moved on. “For now, at least.”

	“Good,” Liam said. He moved slowly, testing each of his limbs individually. From the weakness he felt, he could tell it would be another few minutes before his shattered body recovered sufficiently to stand. “Where’s Nora?”

	“Checking on Julie,” she said.

	“That’s fine. Thank her for me, will you?”

	“You can thank her yourself,” Jenn teased gently. Leaning in, she kissed him softly, careful to avoid touching him further. “But I expect she’ll want to thank you first. We’re alive thanks to you.”

	“What? No, I… You three did all the work.”

	“You took on a Hunter,” Jenn pointed out, then smirked. “Unarmed. Like a dumbass.”

	He laughed again. Even in the brief span between the two, he could feel how much his body had recovered. On one level, the notion was reassuring. On the other, it was disquieting. Just how badly damaged had his body been?

	“Fine, I distracted it,” he said, searching for a distraction. “So did the Colonel. If anyone deserves thanks, it’s—”

	“Don’t even think about it, son,” the Colonel interrupted. Stepping into his field of view, she slung her rifle over her shoulder and grinned down at him. “You stared that motherfucker down while I was busy pissing myself with the rest. This isn’t my victory, it’s yours.”

	Liam stared up at her and did his best to look firm.

	“Ours,” he insisted.

	For a moment, Ryan looked as though she might bristle at his contradiction. Then she snorted and gave a small nod.

	“Alright,” she said. “Ours.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	If Liam had hoped for the chance to rest after the conclusion of the battle, he would have been sorely disappointed. Fortunately, for the sake of his mood, he had harbored no such false hopes. The hours following the skirmish were ones of frantic activity that saw him escorted throughout virtually the entire city. Everywhere he went, the injured were brought to him. And, since he had insisted Kathryn remain behind to help protect Julie, he was forced to wield the knife himself. After a quick, painless incision and some careful laying on of hands, most the freshly healed citizens of New Lewville rose to join his makeshift tour on its way to the next triage center.

	It wouldn’t have been so bad, really, if Jenn had accompanied him or if he’d had a chance to catch his breath. The relief and delight he saw on the faces of the injured as he healed their wounds and reunited them with loved ones made him smile, even after six hours of such scenes. The problem was the route they took to get there.

	Here and there, Liam and his militia escort encountered the last vestiges of the Occ forces who had infiltrated and invaded the city. Most of these had retreated after the destruction of the airship, but more than a few had chosen, or been forced, to make hopeless last stands in the shadow and smoke of the cratering vessel.

	Each time he heard the telltale gunfire that heralded such an encounter, Liam could not keep his stomach from turning. Usually, it was not until militiamen stormed the buildings that the conflicts ended. But, on the rare occasions that Occs were captured alive, he soon found himself longing for his spot in Jenn’s hammock. The sight of the helpless soldiers struggling and thrashing as they were hauled to makeshift gallows was sufficiently horrifying that he simply marched away, leaving the militia and crowd of onlookers to catch up. He couldn’t say precisely why the executions bothered him. After all, he’d killed more than his fair share of Occs over the last few days. But they did.

	By the time night fell, the airship’s fires had been nearly extinguished, but the dozens of small blazes it had sparked elsewhere remained plenty of light to see by. And, in that hazy, orange glow, Liam found himself the unwilling participant in the oddest procession yet. Weariness and exhaustion had at last convinced Colonel Ryan to declare the city reclaimed. And so, wrapping an arm around Liam’s shoulder to help him remain upright, she had turned them round to return to the garrison.

	And yet, they were not alone. All along the road they’d traveled, the citizens of New Lewville lined the streets and crowded near. Even those who had not been healed or brought forth injured loved ones lined up to see him. Many of the onlookers whispered things Liam could not hear, but that only added to the unnerving atmosphere. Every so often, some brave observer would scurry forward and brush his arm or side with outstretched fingers. At first, the militiamen escorting him only shooed the congregants away. But soon, the press of humanity on all sides grew so intense that the men were forced to surround Liam for fear over being overrun.

	“Get back, damn you!” Ryan bellowed, as the crowd grew so dense that they could proceed no further. “Make room!”

	“What are they doing?” Liam asked, wincing as a sudden swell shoved his escorts and made him stumble.

	“Getting’ all religiosized,” Ryan growled back. She hooked her arm through his as the crowd abated and they could once more push forward. “I was worried this might happen. You perform enough miracles and soon enough, this is what you get.”

	“Can I help?”

	“Better not,” she said, laughing darkly. “If you help any more, we’ll be trampled. I give it two days before they make you Mayor.”

	“What?”

	“Joking,” Ryan said, in a tone that sounded not at all as if she had been. Her face had grown serious, almost bitter. “Just focus on getting back to the garrison. My men will protect us and we can sort this mess out tomorrow.”

	Liam nodded, since there was nothing else he could do. Fortunately, the further they traveled, the thinner the crowds grew. By the time they reached the wall of the garrison, he could even see the fronts of the buildings in between the people. The sight of the militiamen guarding the gate, rifles at the ready, unnerved him slightly. But, to his relief, the following crowds did not seem inclined to try pushing onward.

	They just didn’t seem inclined to leave, either.

	 

	***

	 


Jenn was waiting for him when he arrived at the barracks. She was seated on one of dozens of thin mattresses on the floor, the bunks themselves having been repurposed for the wall outside. From the way she started at the sight of him, she must have been drifting off before he arrived, but there was nothing sleepy about the way she patted the spot beside her.

	Threading his way through the slumbering figures, Liam carefully stretched out alongside her.

	“You waited up?” he whispered.

	Instead of replying, Jenn kissed him and reclined. The remains of her vines had been stripped away and replaced with soft, clean garments that Liam suspected might have been the Colonel’s. Regardless of their origin, the clothes looked strange on Jenn after seeing her in homemade armor for so long.

	“How are the others?” Liam asked.

	“Sleeping, mostly,” Jenn said. Squirming close, she wrapped an arm around Liam’s side and rested her face against his chest. “Kathryn said she would wait up for you but she dozed off a little bit ago. Nora’s sleeping too.”

	“And Julie?”

	Jenn rolled slightly, squinting across the barracks. Liam followed her gaze. The barracks were dark but he could just make out a seated figure reclining against the opposite wall. Without speaking, Julie raised a hand and gave a small, casual wave.

	Liam returned it, then wrapped his arm around Jenn’s shoulders and pulled her close.

	“What’ve you been doing?” he asked.

	“This and that,” Jenn mumbled. Her face was squashed against his chest but she seemed only too happy with the arrangement. “We put out some fires and reinforced the wall where the Occs damaged it. It won’t hold long, but it should help when they decide to counterattack.”

	Liam inhaled, a bit more sharply than he intended to. “You think they will?”

	“What, counterattack? Of course. I was talking to Card—he’s one of the corporals—and he thought we have two, maybe three days at most. The militia’s talking about retreating to Cincy.”

	Liam tried, and failed, to think of something to say in response. His hesitation must have been obvious, however, since Jenn’s arm tightened around him and she glanced up at his face.

	“Still worried about Scott?” she asked, softer.

	“Of course,” he admitted.

	“There’s no need,” Jenn whispered, a bit delicately. “Scott knows what he’s doing. With everything that happened, the Occs are going to be disorganized. I’m sure he’s found a way across the river by now. Who knows? He might even be waiting for us in Cincy.”

	“Yeah,” Liam said. He did not speak further until morning.

	 

	***

	 


By the time Liam awoke, the barracks was empty and the warmth of the air told him he had slept well several hours past sunrise. He rose sluggishly, stretching and shaking the sleep from his bones. His body ached, but only from the normal stiffness of long sleep. There was nothing, no scars or unnatural weariness, to hint at the frightful battle the day prior.

	Stepping out into the bright midday sun, he squinted, lifted a hand to shield his eyes, and looked around. In every direction, men and women were hard at work. Dozens hauled armfuls of rubble and other construction materials toward the broken down walls and gate, apparently intent on shoring up the defenses before the Occs returned. Far, far more were engaged in a different sort of work, however. These had gathered in the broadest section of street outside the garrison’s chest-high wall and both distributed and received the most diverse assortment of goods Liam had ever seen. Sacks of dried vegetables, skins of water, and even the occasional rifle exchanged hands with dizzying speed.

	“Liam!” called a familiar voice. “Good, you’re awake.”

	He turned to find Colonel Ryan trotting his way. Nodding, he returned his attention to the improvised market.

	“What’s all this?” he asked.

	“Distribution,” the Colonel said, following his gaze. “All the Occ forces nearby have withdrawn to the Tennessee, probably to regroup. We’re leaving tomorrow and pulling back to Cincy. I had my men spread the word. We’re offering supplies to anyone who comes with us—food, water, that sort of thing.”

	Liam glanced at her. “Where did it all come from?” he asked slowly.

	The Colonel chuckled and grinned knowingly at him. “We didn’t steal it, if that’s what you’re suggesting. We raided one of the Mayor’s storehouses this morning. The man might’ve been an ass, but he kept one hell of a pantry.”

	“And that’s all it took? A bit of food and the people will follow you all the way to Cincy?”

	“Oh, there are a few holdouts, of course. But not many. It’s funny how dropping an airship on a city makes people want to move.”

	“You’re in a good mood,” Liam noted.

	Again, the Colonel grinned at him. “We’re alive, aren’t we? How could I not be?”

	Liam nodded slowly. The Colonel was right. He was alive—all of them were. Wuyong was no longer a threat, the Occs had pulled back, and the road before him seemed as clear as it had ever been.

	So why couldn’t he seem to share her good mood?

	“Have you seen Jenn?” he asked.

	The Colonel looked at him and quirked a brow. Paired with her grin, it lent her a rather conspiratorial aspect. Then she shrugged.

	“She was by the gate, earlier. Or, what’s left of it, at least. I’d check there.”

	Smiling just enough to convey his thanks, Liam set off in that direction. After the events of the night before, he was briefly nervous about venturing outside the garrison, but the hustle and bustle of the crowd provided anonymity enough. Those few who recognized him offered only deferential nods and murmured thanks. No one crowded him.

	He’d scarcely gone more than a block past the garrison’s wall when a shrill, keen cry made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He whirled, only to stumble when Kathryn struck him in the chest with a gravity-propelled embrace. She wrapped all four limbs around his torso, giggling as she buried her face in his neck.

	“Liam!” she crooned excitedly. “Awake!”

	“I am now,” he grumbled. It took several long seconds for him to pry each of Kathryn’s arms and legs free of him to deposit her back on the ground. “What was that about?”

	“Missed you.”

	There was something in her voice that felt off. Liam stared at her suspiciously, but the answer he was looking for was not written on her face. Fortunately, it was not hard to spot, either.

	“That’s a new dress, isn’t it?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

	Kathryn beamed at him and patted down the simple, floral patterned skirt. “Is new!” she confirmed.

	“It looks good,” Liam said. Distracted, he glanced once more in the direction of the gate. “Have you seen Jenn?”

	Even from the corner of his eye, Liam could see Kathryn’s expression sour. Her hands fell from her dress as she nodded. Skipping ahead, she bolted for the gate, so quickly he was forced to jog to keep up.

	As promised, he found Jenn working alongside dozens of men, atop the crumbled remains of the wall. She had somehow managed to replace several of her vines since discarding the old ones, and used the new to hold several large, wooden crossbeams in place as men scrambled to secure the construction with nails and supports.

	Liam watched from a distance. He could have approached, of course. But there was something refreshing about observing Jenn unaware. He’d watched her doze after moments of intimacy, but seeing her unfiltered interactions with strangers was oddly charming. And when one of the workmen said something that drew laughs, the playfully rude gesture Jenn sent his way only reinforced Liam’s opinion.

	He felt as though he could have watched her for hours. But no sooner had the men succeeded in securing their newest bit of construction than Jenn turned and spotted him. Her surprise was palpable, but lasted only an instant. She said something to the man nearest her, then quickly hopped down from her spot atop the rubble and approached.

	“How did you sleep?” she asked.

	“Good,” he said. “Too good, apparently.”

	“I tried to wake you,” Jenn said. Her eyes moved to Kathryn, briefly. “We both did. You didn’t even stir.”

	Something about the way she said it struck Liam as odd, much like Kathryn’s comment had earlier. He stared at Jenn.

	“Should I have?” he asked, slowly.

	A familiar gleam crept into Jenn’s eyes as she leaned in to kiss him.

	“Yes,” she whispered. “You should have.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	It was, all things considered, remarkably easy to escape New Lewville. The guards posted at the city’s northern gate had been supplemented with militiamen and Liam did not even need to explain his business before the men saluted and opened the gate for him. They eyed Jenn and Kathryn with slightly more suspicion, but did not object when the pair accompanied him through.

	It felt good to be outside again. The city might have been safer, given the uncertainty surrounding precisely when the regrouping Occs planned to retaliate, but it was highly unlikely that they would have already circled around the city to do so. Besides, the Colonel had assured Liam upon asking that she had sent out a few militiamen to scout the road to Cincy. And so, Liam was able to relax—truly relax—for the first time in days.

	His ease only grew as they reached the edge of the plundered farmland and slipped once more among the trees. There was a cleanliness and a simplicity to the air here that he hadn’t even realized was missing from the city until he returned to the woods. He breathed deeply, savoring the lack of weight upon his shoulders.

	Even at a glance, he could tell that Jenn and Kathryn felt similarly. Jenn roamed from tree to tree, wearing a truer smile than Liam had seen in ages. Every so often, she paused and pressed a hand to a trunk. Each time, vines coiled down from the heights and wrapped themselves snuggly around her body like so many serpents.

	Kathryn, on the other hand, was more occupied with climbing. She scrambled from one tree to another, running along low branches and flinging herself to the next with laughs and joyous whoops. And if she made no attempt to prevent the occasional flaring of her skirts, well, Liam was not about to begrudge her that.

	Instead, he roamed aimlessly. The earth felt soft and spongy beneath his boots after so long spent walking on wood and stone and packed dirt. A few days ago, he would have thought nothing of it. But now, just the simple act of walking brought a smile to his face.

	Or it did, until a vine curled unexpectedly around his wrist and swung him bodily against a large tree. Liam gasped in surprise, but did not have time to yelp fully before Jenn was pressed up against him. She chuckled softly as she cupped a hand over his mouth, the other bracing herself against the tree. 

	“Don’t make a sound,” she whispered.

	Liam did not, though his heart began to race. He eased himself flat against the trunk, craning his neck to catch some glimpse of the enemy. But there was none to be seen. And, as Jenn took his chin in her fingers and turned his face back toward her, he suddenly understood why. And smiled.

	Jenn kissed him tenderly, then rolled her shoulders. At her command, the hardened cords of her newly woven armor slithered away, leaving only thin fabric and delicate skin pressed against his chest. Liam wrapped his arms around her, pulling her tight against him as their kiss deepened.

	He had nearly forgotten how badly he craved her touch. His body had not, however, and as Jenn’s mouth abandoned his and began to trail kisses down the side of his neck, Liam felt himself swell with anticipation.

	Evidently, he wasn’t the only one to feel it. Jenn chuckled as his erection stiffened against her hip. Tucking an ankle around the crook of his knee, she began to grind herself against him.

	“Someone’s eager,” she purred, then nipped his neck, just above the spot where it met his shoulder.

	Liam shuddered and bit back a groan. Tightening his embrace, he pushed his hips against Jenn’s.

	“Can you blame me?” he muttered.

	Jenn grinned against his neck and chuckled throatily, practically in his ear.

	“Not at all,” she said. “But first—”

	Liam flinched as Jenn launched herself up and away from him. Her vines snapped out in every direction—upward to catch on the lower branches, downward to propel her aloft, and directly above him, through a thick cluster of leaves and twigs.

	Kathryn yelped as Jenn took hold of her, tangling her limbs and hauling her bodily from her hiding spot. The young woman thrashed, clawing at the vines that seized her and yowling when her efforts were not enough to free her. Then, as her struggling ceased, she glared venomously at Jenn and hissed.

	“—first, I want to deal with this one.”

	Liam sighed and stared up at Kathryn. The girl was thoroughly trussed, and growing more ensnared by the second. Despite this, indignation was written unrepentantly across her face.

	“Kat,” he said. “What are you doing?”

	She glanced at him, and for just a second, her eyes shone with a hint of embarrassment. It vanished the next instant when her gaze returned to Jenn.

	“Was protect Liam,” she growled.

	Jenn glared back at her and slowly relaxed her vines to deposit herself back on the ground at Liam’s side. “No, you were—”

	“I don’t need protecting,” Liam cut in, stepping forward to forcibly meet Kathryn’s eyes. “Not right now. Not from Jenn.”

	Kathryn grumbled something under her breath and although Liam could not make out the words, her tone made it clear that she disagreed. Unfortunately, she was allowed no further means to make her disapproval known. She dangled there, squirming in her bonds, until silence hung nearly as heavy as she did.

	Eventually, it was Liam who broke it with a sigh.

	“Kat, I know you want to protect me,” he said, adopting a conciliatory tone. “But I need some time with Jenn now. If she lets you down, do you promise to behave?”

	Again, Kathryn grumbled something. But this time, after a moment, she offered a reluctant nod.

	“All right, then. Jenn?” Liam said, turning.

	He expected Jenn’s expression to be blank, or perhaps a small, victorious grin. He did not expect her smirk.

	Jenn’s eyes were full of wicked pleasure as she inched closer to him. And, unless he was sorely mistaken, Liam thought he could feel a hint of excited trembling to her lips as she whispered into his ear.

	“Liam, can… can I try something?”

	He eyed her.

	“It won’t hurt her. Or anyone. But, trust me? Please. I want to try it.” Jenn was practically babbling, her hands shaking with what could only have been adrenaline. Liam wanted to refuse her—he wasn’t in the habit of leaping into unknown situations—but the earnestness he saw in Jenn’s expression was intriguing enough to make him pause.

	“What did you have in mind?” he asked.

	Rather than answer him, Jenn merely turned. It took her a moment to maneuver Kathryn and her vines out from the tree’s many branches, but she soon held the girl without any such obstacles. Rather than release her, however, she instead stepped closer to the tree. Carefully waving her arms to direct the dozens of thin, wooden tentacles, Jenn began to wind the vines around the base of the trunk. Kathryn, for her part, could only stare up in confusion as she was fastened securely to it, arms pinned at her sides.

	“Jenn,” Liam said slowly. “What are you doing?”

	Jenn turned as the last of her vines fell away, leaving only a thin strand wrapped around one hand. She stripped sensuously, tossing her shirt aside and stepping out of her trousers. And then, with the slow, purposeful manner of a woman who knows precisely what she wants, she bent slightly at the waist and braced herself against the tree.

	“You know what I’m doing, Liam,” she said. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

	As erotic as the sight was, Liam was not about to leap at her invitation. Kathryn’s face was hidden behind Jenn’s hips and the vines tying her prevented her from shifting enough to make herself seen. In fact, the only direction she could have moved at all would have brought her face directly into contact with Jenn’s hips—a prospect that the girl’s squirming feet suggested she was not at all comfortable with.

	“Jenn,” he repeated. “I’m not sure if this—”

	“Liam!” Kathryn called suddenly. She was breathless, her voice unexpectedly lusty. “Wait. Do.”

	He glanced below Jenn’s hips, which now wagged invitingly, and was surprised to find Kathryn’s squirming had increased. Only now, he could see that what he had once mistaken for acute discomfort was anything but. Kathryn’s hands remained bound at her sides, but her fingers had managed to reach her inner thighs and pressed down in an unmistakable act of restrained desire.

	“Are you sure?” Liam asked. “I can make Jenn—”

	“No! Do!”

	Chuckling, Jenn glanced over her shoulder at him. She spread her legs wider, lowering her hips to an even more inviting level and eyeing him expectantly.

	“Yeah, Liam,” she teased. “Do.”

	It was all the convincing he required. Grinning wolfishly, Liam disrobed as fast as his shaking fingers would permit. Jenn watched him until his trousers fell, then turned back to face the tree. Apparently, her desire to be watched did not work both ways.

	The sight of Jenn’s splayed legs tempted him more than he’d thought possible and it took no small effort to keep from taking her right then and there. And yet, some part of him resisted the idea of giving his lover exactly what she’d requested. He ran his fingers over her exposed lower half, savoring her shudder and goosebumps as his nails brushed her spine and traveled down across the curve of her ass. Then, without any warning, he spanked her hard.

	Jenn mostly managed to stifle her cry, but not the way her knees buckled. Quivering, she arched her back into an even more exposed position. Her fingers dug into the bark of the tree as she did, fresh leaves and inch-long branches sprouting around her nails in a manner that seemed entirely unintentional.

	Liam waited for several long seconds, stroking the divot just below her tailbone in the meantime, and then delivered an identical smack to Jenn’s opposite cheek. Again, her legs shuddered and a breathy moan spilled from her lips. Then, before she had a chance to recover, he dropped into a squat and buried his face against her snatch.

	If Jenn had anticipated his actions, she certainly feigned surprise well. Her breath escaped as a ragged gasp and her toes curled against the moss. And then, driven by a fit of animalistic desire, she began to grind herself against his mouth.

	For his part, Liam was content to allow her sexual hunger. He grasped Jenn’s legs just above the knee and used the leverage to explore her body with his tongue. And from that counterintuitive position of strength, he proceeded to drive her wild. His attentions roamed wildly, alternately teasing the sensitive joints where her legs met her hips and dragging the tip of his tongue ever so lightly across her slick folds. And yet, no matter how cunningly Jenn might writhe and jerk her hips to guide him, he never once allowed his tongue to brush her clit or lap more than fleetingly at her dripping entrance.

	“Liam,” Jenn whined, her voice almost a sob. “Please!”

	He chuckled, tightening his grip on her legs to still her hips. Starting low on her thigh, he kissed his way up toward her sex. He slowed as he neared it, but intensified his ministrations in equal measure. By the time his cheek brushed her clit, he’d slowed to a crawl and kissed her tender flesh for seconds at a time. He sucked hard, nibbling her skin with lip-covered teeth and flicking his tongue lightly against her.

	Again, Jenn whimpered throatily.

	Under any other circumstances, that might have been enough to convince him. Indeed, Liam very nearly abandoned his teasing and turned his attention to her sorely neglected clit.

	It was the brush of something small and delicate against his cock that made Liam pause. He nearly leapt back. Squatting as he was, his subconscious nearly convinced him that some serpent had grazed his unprotected manhood. But it was not a venomous predator. Nor was it one of Jenn’s discarded vines.

	Looking down, Liam saw a small, uncovered foot caressing his shaft. He squatted deeper, ducking his head to peek below Jenn.

	Kathryn sat obediently against the tree, seemingly unperturbed by the vines that bound her. Not that she was at peace, of course. Everything about her screamed frustration, but it was not the sort that would have inspired struggle. Instead, her eyes were delighted, a pair of golden suns blazing in a field of reddened skin. She had somehow managed to hike the hem of her dress, despite her arboreal restraints, and her slightly available fingers were now engaged in precisely the sort of attentive care that Jenn’s persistent whimpering requested.

	She met Liam’s eyes, mouth curving into a wicked smile, and deftly trailed the sole of her foot along the underside of his rigid cock.

	Resting his brow against the warmth of Jenn’s thigh, Liam sighed contentedly. The sound of his voice, as well as the interruption in teasing, drew Jenn’s gaze. Her eyes widened in astonishment as she gazed down at the service taking place beneath her. And then, unless he was quite mistaken, Liam thought he read outrage and arousal begin to narrow them as well.

	Kathryn yelped suddenly, her legs going stiff as the vines around her tightened. The spasm nearly proved deadly as her heel struck Liam’s leg and glanced off, missing his sack by inches. Though he doubted even a precise blow would have pained him, the near-miss sent an instinctive spike of adrenaline coursing through him.

	Liam reacted without hesitation. He stood, pulled Jenn’s head upright by a handful of dark hair, and spanked her again, far less delicately.

	“Stop that,” he growled.

	Her compliance was immediate and immediately obvious. Liam could hear the vines loosen as well as Kathryn’s shaky, relieved sigh.

	Jenn’s reply, on the other hand, was anything but relieved. Her tone was sullen, despite the fact that Liam’s intervention had pressed his erection flat against her folds and she was already beginning to grind against it.

	“Why?” she grumbled. “She was—”

	“She was pleasing me,” Liam finished for her. “And I am the one who decides what she is allowed to do. Understood?”

	Jenn did not reply aloud, perhaps out of pride, but through his grip on her hair, Liam could feel her imperceptible nod. And, as his adrenaline began to fade, so too did his irritation. Grasping her hip with his free hand, he pressed himself hard against her.

	“The same goes for you, love,” he whispered. “Isn’t that what you told me? That you’re mine? And you wanted Kathryn to know that you’re mine?”

	At his words, the last of Jenn’s reticence vanished in an instant. Her body tensed, her hips beginning to mash her sex against Liam’s erection in earnest. Slowly, to avoid tugging painfully at the hair he held, she craned her neck and aimed a sultry look his way.

	“That’s right,” she whispered urgently. “I’m yours, Liam.”

	“And so is she,” he reminded her.

	“She is. We’re yours!” Jenn’s voice was growing increasingly plaintive, as though the transparent desperation behind the motion of her hips was not obvious enough. “But I’m first. First in your heart.”

	“Always,” he murmured. Leaning forward carefully, he kissed her spine at a spot just below her shoulder blades. “Which is why I’m going to give you a choice.”

	Jenn’s eyes widened, sultry looks abandoned in lieu of undisguised excitement.

	“We can stop right now,” Liam said, drawing the words out. It was almost absurd how naturally Jenn’s perversion had become his own. He was enjoying himself now, so much that he barely even noticed his hips beginning to move on their own accord. “And you two can trade places. I’ll make you watch as Kathryn rides me. When I’m done, you can even clean us both with your tongue.”

	Jenn moaned, knees buckling as she relied more and more on the tree for support. So enthusiastic was her response that Liam couldn’t tell if it had been his words or the grinding of their bodies that had prompted it. Whatever the reason, Jenn response came out in the midst of open-mouthed panting.

	“Or?” she asked.

	Grinning, Liam released his grip on Jenn’s hair. He no longer needed it. Grasping her hips with both hands to keep her from pushing back, he angled his hips until the head of his cock rested tantalizingly against her thoroughly slickened folds.

	“Or,” he said, allowing the word to hang over them. “Or I can fuck you right here and now. And you can show Kathryn exactly what it means to be mine.”

	If he had been inside her pussy and not merely pressed up against it, Liam might have mistaken Jenn’s reaction for a true orgasm. She cried out, shoulders sagging against the tree as the woods seemed to boil beneath her fingers. And, in a display that was so fascinating it was almost distracting, the outer bark swelled and peeled away from tree’s inner wood to encompass her hands like two large mitts. At the same time, her hips pushed violently against his steadying hands in a desperate fight to force his cock inside.

	“Well?” he asked. 

	It may as well have been rhetorical; Jenn’s decision was obvious. But, that didn’t make it any less arousing when Jenn turned to look at him. Her eyes were clouded with lust and her arms so slackened that it seemed to be the hands she’d half-buried in the tree itself that kept her upright. Swaying slightly, she licked her lips before speaking.

	“Fuck me, Liam,” Jenn said.

	Grinning back at her, Liam did precisely that. It took only the slightest effort to slip inside her and the second he did, Liam felt as though he was being swallowed up by Jenn’s body. Her silken insides were soaking and gripped his rock-hard member in a warm, tight embrace that drove the breath from his lungs. In seconds, the rhythmic squeezing of her inner walls made it impossible to tell where the fluttering of Jenn’s pussy ended and the throbbing of his cock began.

	Groaning loudly, Liam began to move as if possessed. His fingers dug into the meat of Jenn’s hips, pulling her forcefully back to meet each and every one of his thrusts halfway. And with each new collision of their bodies, the wet, sloppy sounds of sex combined with the chorus of moans and pounding heartbeats already filling his ears.

	Nor was their coupling the only sound to be heard. Kathryn’s participation was subtler, perhaps, but no less a part of the experience. And, once he’d noticed its presence, Liam could not unhear the sound of the young woman’s higher-pitched panting.

	Fortunately, it seemed Kathryn was not content simply to be an observer. Over time, as Liam’s enthusiastic rutting drove Jenn’s hips closer and closer to the tree, Kathryn reminded the both of them of her presence in another way.

	Liam flinched, hesitating for a split-second as something warm and soft lapped across his swaying balls. He glanced down, smile widening as he realized his efforts had repositioned the two of them in range of Kathryn’s eager lips and tongue. And then, when the notion stirred no unwelcome thoughts, he continued his merciless plundering of Jenn’s depths.

	There was something appropriately fitting about the entire situation. The three of them had been together practically since the beginning. Though Liam had only directly observed Kathryn’s voyeuristic tendencies once, her tendency to arrive shortly after things concluded suggested she was well accustomed to the sounds of sex and pleasure. That she could now serve as an active participant just felt right.

	And yet, that fact also added unexpected novelty. Over the past months and throughout dozens of couplings, Liam had become intimately familiar with Jenn’s body—and its reactions. He could nearly always predict exactly how she would respond to each and every technique he might utilize. A teasing roll of his hips would earn him a delighted shudder and urgent whimper. Or, if he supplied a deep, forceful thrust, Jenn would reply with either a drawn-out moan or a shuddering gasp. And, no matter what he did with his cock, so long as his hips kept moving, Jenn’s insides would continue to squeeze his shaft in an attempt to coax the two of them toward the inevitable orgasms.

	On the other hand, Liam had no frame of reference for Jenn’s reaction when Kathryn’s tongue found her clit. A sharp cry, half-moan and half-squeal, tore from Jenn’s lips without warning and Liam grunted as the tightness around his cock increased several times over.

	“Eeaagh! Wait!” Jenn yelped. “It’s too much! I’m going to—”

	If she’d planned a warning of some kind, Jenn had no chance to elaborate upon it. Her body shook as Kathryn ignored her and continued in the same way she’d begun. Liam too, slowed only briefly before beginning a series of deep, shattering thrusts. With each buck of his hips, his balls met Kathryn’s chin, and occasionally the tip of her tongue as well.

	Under such intense, deliberate care, it was only a matter of time before Jenn’s climax found her. She cried out loudly, her whole body shuddering as her back arched and her legs rose helplessly into the air. If not for the support of her tree-enveloped hands, she would have sent the three of them tumbling into a pile. As it was, she hung there, writhing and moaning, as Liam thrust his way into the grip of his own orgasm.

	Liam grunted as his cock throbbed warning and his balls rose in his sack. The sudden application of Kathryn’s tongue to the latter startled him, but as the full force of his climax struck him with white-hot intensity, the unexpected sensation blurred into the tapestry of his pleasure. He grasped Jenn’s hips tightly, repeating the same shallow thrust over and over as he spilled himself inside her. Now, as they always did, his senses faded into mindless, all-consuming bliss.

	By the time he finally returned to himself, Jenn had recovered from the heights of her own peak. She continued to squirm, however, and Liam quickly realized why when she frantically pulled a hand from the tree to shove Kathryn’s face away from her crotch. He chuckled quietly, grunting once as he eased himself out of Jenn’s body and staggered, suddenly lightheaded. Too satisfied to bother fighting the feeling, he sank to the ground in a panting heap.

	Pulling her other hand from the tree, Jenn turned to look at him. For just a moment, her expression was one of almost delirious contentment. Then, as she noticed the fistful of slender vines she still held, her grin soured. Flicking the vines like a whip, she released Kathryn’s bonds and fixed her glare squarely at Liam.

	“Jerk,” she grumbled. “You knew she was going to do that.”

	“You’re the one who tied her there,” he pointed out, far too pleased to be put off by Jenn’s scowl. “Besides, it didn’t seem to bother you at the time.”

	So quickly it could only have been involuntary, Jenn squeezed her thighs tightly and pressed a balled fist against the triangle of her pubic hair. She blushed, the sudden flare visible even amid the redness of her cheeks and brow. 

	“Am I wrong?” he challenged.

	Jenn said nothing. She continued to glare at him, though Liam could see the smile threatening to break through. After a moment, she lowered herself to the ground and pushed him onto his back. Without even waiting for him to find a comfortable spot, she curled against his side and rested her cheek on his chest, face hidden.

	“It felt good,” she muttered. Then added, indignantly, “Only a little.”

	“Kathryn helped!” Kathryn said, kicking her way free of the last of Jenn’s vines. Even without seeing her face, Liam could read the self-satisfaction in her tone. Then, as she hurried over to cuddle up in a mirrored fashion to Jenn, his suspicions were confirmed. “Kathryn’s turn next!”

	“Sure,” he said. “You get the next turn.”

	“Now?” she asked, prodding his damp, softening member with a curious finger.

	Liam laughed. “I’m not that fast.”

	“You sure?” Jenn asked. He glanced at her and lifted a questioning brow, earning a laugh. “I wasn’t asking for me! I mean, you never seem to run out of blood and you’re healing faster and faster. Who knows? Before long, you might be able to… go and go and go.”

	Liam nodded thoughtfully. Jenn’s words made sense in a way that was equal parts intriguing and horrifying. It was almost certainly his imagination, but he almost thought he could feel his body recovering, readying itself for the next round of intimacy. While he wouldn’t complain about such stamina—nor would Jenn and Kathryn, he supposed—it was not difficult to imagine a not-so-distance future where it could be. He’d already lost the ability to feel virtually all pain, would the same prove true for the satisfied exhaustion he felt now? The prospect of infinite climaxes would almost be torturous under such circumstances.

	“I guess we’ll find out,” he said quietly.

	If Jenn or Kathryn guessed at his unspoken fears, neither had any words of comfort for him. Instead, they snuggled close, each laying an arm across his chest and stomach respectively.

	It was enough.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	The sun was still high, though trending toward late afternoon, when Liam and his lovers returned to New Lewville. Though it had been only a few hours since they had ventured out of the city, he was surprised to find how much the inhabitants had managed to organize and repair in the meantime. Hundreds of families roamed the streets, packing what they could into canvas bags or improvised wheelbarrows. Others sifted through the rubble, scavenging what they could or trading their discoveries with other soon-to-be refugees.

	True to Colonel Ryan’s word, it seemed that most of the city’s residents had elected to abandon the place. Perhaps it was the promise of reliable food along the way, fear of what the Occs would do upon their return, or simply the desire to remain with friends and neighbors. Whatever the reason, Liam counted thousands as they made their way back toward the garrison. As they neared their destination, however, the streets grew so crowded that he elected a wider, more circuitous route that led them off the main thoroughfare and along the broken down section of city wall.

	It was there that he found the biggest surprise yet. Despite the massive breach created by the Occ airship, virtually the entire length had been repaired or replaced to nearly two-thirds its original height. The construction was slipshod, certainly, but actually superior to the original design in several ways. Dozens of makeshift ramps and ladders led up to the top of the wall, which had been broadened sufficiently for a row of defenders to comfortably walk and crouch along its breadth. Additionally, bits of metal and twisted iron that looked as though it had been salvaged from the Zhengfu Zhe formed a makeshift palisade to ward off any returning Occs. All in all, it was a staggering accomplishment coming from a handful of craftsmen with limited supplies and less than a day to complete the task.

	Liam said as much, once he was certain nobody was nearby who might take offense. Jenn, however, only nodded solemnly and looked on.

	“It is,” she said. “It almost makes me think we should stay.”

	Liam stopped in his tracks, staring. “What?” he asked, dumbfounded.

	“I don’t mean here,” Jenn said, shrugging. “I understand why the militia wants to leave. Without Tobias, the whole city is frozen. Even if we could stay, nobody would be willing to work the fields—not with the Occs out still out there. I just… wish it could be different somehow. I mean, look at the wall! It won’t even matter in a day or two, but the people here built it just in case. Can you imagine if they had some way of using that to fight the Occs? It’d be like an army, but instead of just shooting, they’d be building too.”

	He nodded slowly and regarded the wall again, more closely. He could certainly understand Jenn’s point and the sentiment was an attractive one. It hadn’t even been all that long ago that he’d expressed similar thoughts to Jenn about why those living in Occ territory didn’t join the fight. But now, having seen just how much of a challenge survival itself was, regardless of which side of the DMZ you were on, he wasn’t sure what to think.

	“You know,” he said. “The Colonel actually said something kind of like that. She said that in a few days, the people here would try to make me Mayor.”

	Jenn whirled on him. “She said what?”

	Caught off guard by the passion in Jenn’s voice, Liam took an involuntary step back.

	“It was last night,” he said. “When I was healing the injured. The crowd was… excited. The Colonel said that if you perform enough miracles, that was what would happen. I asked her what she meant and she said she was joking, but…”

	Jenn turned suddenly and began to pace. Her vines squirmed agitatedly as she walked, shifting and assembling into different armor configurations.

	“Jenn?” he asked. When she did not immediately reply, he sighed and dismissed Kathryn with a pat on the back. She scampered off without hesitation, heading straight for the nearest of the wall’s ramps.

	“Maybe she was joking,” Jenn said, distractedly. “Or maybe not. How did she seem to you? Upset?”

	“Only when people nearly trampled us,” Liam said, before he could help himself. He winced, but Jenn hardly seemed to notice. She continued to pace, though slower, and her vines ceased to move.

	“I’m just thinking,” Jenn said, at last. “What if there’s another reason the militia wants to withdraw?”

	Liam hesitated, frowning slightly. “Other than the Occs and the airship that burned half the city?”

	“It’s just something that Tobias told me,” Jenn continued, ignoring his quip. “Remember how I said he distrusted the militia? How he knew they were working to overthrow him?”

	“I remember,” he said quietly.

	Something in his tone made Jenn pause. She stopped pacing, stepped close, and took his hand in hers.

	“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know we’ve… had our differences about that. But it doesn’t matter now. Tobias and the militia were each trying to undermine the other. Can we agree on that much?”

	He nodded and Jenn continued.

	“You were there when the militia raided one of the Mayor’s weapon depots. Do you know what they did with the weapons?”

	Liam frowned, doing his best to recall the details. He’d been so full of anger and adrenaline at the time, it made it difficult to remember clearly, but the longer he tried, the more that came back to him.

	“Woods told me a little,” he explained. “He said the militia wasn’t taking them. They were being handed out to people friendly to the militia.”

	“To fight the Occs?” Jenn suggested, her expression turning grim. “The Mayor and his guards couldn’t be trusted to protect New Lewville, so the militia was going to make sure the people had a chance to protect themselves. Right?”

	“What are you trying to say?”

	“It’s funny,” Jenn said quietly. She glanced around, then stepped closer to prevent even her hushed voice from carrying. “Hundreds of guns get passed out. Thousands of rounds of ammunition. And yet when the Occs arrive, the only ones fighting them are the militia and the Mayor’s men.”

	“We don’t know that for sure,” Liam protested, though his argument felt flimsy even before he’d voiced it. “We were at the Mayor’s Institute when it started. And nobody was expecting the airship. Maybe they were too scared to fight. Or maybe they did fight, but it was near one of the other gates. The Occs had the city surrounded, after all.”

	“Or maybe,” Jenn added, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “Maybe the Colonel lied to you, Liam. Somebody has those guns now, but maybe the people who do were more interested in fighting the Mayor than they were in fighting the Occs.”

	“Wuyong killed the Mayor. That wasn’t the militia.”

	Jenn shrugged. “True. But what if he hadn’t? If Tobias was still alive, do you really think he’d just give up and let thousands of people walk right out of the city?”

	“What does it matter now?”

	“It matters,” Jenn snapped through gritted teeth. “Because if I’m right, then it means that the militia arranged all of this to make sure they wound up in charge! If the Occs were defeated, they would have hundreds of collaborators ready to overthrow the Mayor. And if the Occs won, they got to swoop in like heroes. The survivors can flee to Cincy, protected by the militia and armed with guns they stole from the Mayor who failed to protect them. It’s not the city itself that matters to them, it’s the people.”

	“So?” Liam said. He folded his arms and stared at her. “Shouldn’t the people be more important?”

	“Well, yes,” Jenn said. “But you’re missing the point. Sorry, I’m just—they don’t care about the people, not really. What matters is what they can do. What they can build, or farm, or produce. That’s why the Colonel was so worried they’d try to make you Mayor.  That’s why they’ve decided to retreat, even though we rebuilt the wall in a day. She’s afraid that if you become Mayor, the militia won’t be able to control you. Or, if you decided to oppose them…”

	“…they wouldn’t be able to kill me,” Liam concluded for her. “Like they were planning to do to Tobias.”

	“It makes a certain kind of sense,” Jenn said. Her shoulders slumped as she sighed and flashed a small, almost embarrassed smile. “I didn’t think I’d be able to convince you.”

	Liam certainly didn’t feel like smiling, but he tried anyway.

	“I’m not sure I am,” he admitted. “But it’s definitely possible. At the very least, I want to know what happened to the guns. That’ll tell us more.”

	The two of them fell silent as a group of men and women passed by, their faces downcast. Two or three in the group looked up as they neared, however, and their expressions brightened substantially. One of the men even offered Liam a friendly, if distinctly unpracticed, salute before continuing.

	Liam watched them go, then felt a sudden twinge of paranoia and turned to look for Kathryn. He spotted her immediately, partly due to how her bright, relatively clean dress stood out against the browns and greys of the city. And, partly due to the fact that she’d just launched herself off the city wall. He lurched toward her, but had not even managed a full step before she landed gracefully atop a mound of dirt, cackled to herself, and sprinted back up the nearest ladder to repeat the maneuver.

	“So, what do you want to do?” Jenn asked, drawing his gaze away from Kathryn’s antics. “I know I said that I almost wanted to stay, but—”

	“I want to talk to Julie,” Liam announced. His decisiveness failed to convince Jenn, who stared blankly at him.

	“Julie?” she repeated. “Why?”

	“She knows Scott,” he said. “She knows—knew Andrew. And do you remember how she talked about the militia when we first met her? I bet she’ll know if this is the sort of thing they’d do.”

	“We’ll have to be careful. Someone could overhear.”

	“Or maybe she’s overheard something. Besides, if you’re right, it’s not like we can just ask the Colonel. Do you have a better idea?”

	Jenn did not.

	 

	***

	 


If Liam felt at all conflicted about walking through the front gate of the militia garrison, it was nothing compared to the emotions displayed on Nora’s face upon seeing him. The woman’s eyes were practically electrified, though her lips seemed unable to decide whether she was trying to smile or cry. She hurried towards him, obviously trying and failing not to run.

	“Jenn!” she said quickly. “Liam! You’re back! I’ve been waiting for you!”

	“Kathryn too,” Kathryn pointed out, wrinkling her nose.

	Nora paused for a moment, glanced at Kathryn, and laughed. “That’s right, you’re here too,” she said. “Um, can I talk to you all?”

	Liam shared a look with Jenn, but her expression remained more blank and empty than he could hope for.

	“Sure,” he said. “We’re actually going to see Julie. Come with us?”

	Nora froze, her eyes widening as she stared at him. She glanced over her shoulder toward the barracks. Though there was nothing in the reaction to suggest anything concrete, Nora’s obvious nervousness sent a chill down Liam’s spine. He pushed past her, moving swiftly toward the barracks.

	“Wait!” Nora exclaimed, almost yelping the word. “Liam, it’s not—”

	He broke into a run, knocking past several militiamen who happened to be in his way and drawing complaints and curses from each. From the corner of his eye, Liam could see Jenn and Kathryn keeping pace with him. And then, as he neared the barracks, the two of them pulled ahead. Jenn launched herself forward with her vines and landed catlike on the roof. Not to be outdone, Kathryn drew her knife and slid into position alongside the door. The pair of them waited, bodies tense and ready, as Liam pressed an ear to the door.

	“Liam, wait! Don’t go in—”

	He barely heard her. All his attention was on the barracks door and the room beyond. He gestured violently for silence, and astonishingly, Nora complied.

	The sounds were muffled by the door, but were loud enough for Liam to just make them out. He heard a growl. And then, a quieter sound like a strangled sob.

	Lowering his shoulder, Liam charged the door. It yielded easier than expected and he stumbled through the doorway, Jenn and Kathryn swarming in after him. Unfortunately, their presence made an already uncomfortable situation all the worse.

	Scott and Julie stared at him in shock from their shared bunk, the latter turning scarlet and yanking the blanket up to cover them both. Scott, on the other hand, seemed a tad less disturbed by the intrusion. He shifted beneath the blanket, flopped onto his side, and grinned.

	“Well, look who it is,” Scott said. “Good to see you, Liam.”

	“Scott,” Liam said, practically choking on his words. “You’re—”

	“—a bit busy at the moment,” Scott teased. Leaning down, he kissed Julie’s brow, though his eyes did not leave Liam’s as he did. “Whatever you needed, can it wait ten minutes?”

	Julie scowled and glanced at her lover. “Ten?”

	Scott laughed. “Twenty, then?” he asked, experimentally. When Julie did not object, he grinned and raised an expectant eyebrow in Liam’s direction.

	Liam couldn’t bring himself to speak. He was too overwhelmed, both by the awkwardness of his intrusion and the discovery that Scott was not only alive, but here. He fled the room, faster than he’d ever done before, and slowed only to usher Kathryn from the spot where she paused.

	If Liam was a bit slow in closing the door and if he happened to hear Julie’s delighted giggle as her lover surprised her in some way, he was not about to let it stop him. Nor did it stop the smile that began to creep into his features as he shut the door behind him.

	 

	***

	 

	 

	In the end, Liam was kept waiting just over half an hour. He sat against the wall of the barracks, grinning to himself and doing his best to keep from thinking about what was going on inside. But, even when his thoughts strayed in that unwelcome direction, he couldn’t quite bring himself to resent it. That Scott and Julie had a chance to make up for lost time was unquestionably a good thing. After all, he’d indulged himself in such a fashion not even an hour ago.

	It did, however, leave him less tolerant of distraction than he would have been otherwise. After only a few minutes of waiting, he dismissed Jenn and Kathryn. The last he’d seen of the pair, they’d been helping Nora look after the children in the courtyard. Even when they passed out of view, their absence did not worry him. They could take care of themselves.

	Liam was so lost in thoughts that the opening of the door caught him off guard. He glanced up to find Scott grinning down at him and quickly rose.

	“Hey,” Scott said. “No need to—”

	The rest of his words were lost as Liam pulled him into a fierce embrace. Scott chuckled at the suddenness of the gesture, then stilled and returned it just as strongly.

	“I’m glad you’re okay,” Liam said.

	“Me too,” Scott said. “And the same to you. When I saw the airship, I thought… well, we got here as soon as we could.”

	“How did you?” Liam asked. “I thought the Occs held the bridge.”

	“They did,” Scott confirmed. He glanced around, then gave a small jerk of his head and led Liam on a slow, meandering walk through the maze of militia buildings. “Originally, I planned on finding a different place to cross. Or maybe waiting for another crew of Runners to pass by. But when we spotted the airship, I decided that we couldn’t wait any longer. We were lucky. Most of the Occs had moved on to surround the city. There were only a couple dozen guarding it by the time we hit them.”

	“A couple dozen?” Liam asked, brows rising. “How is that lucky?”

	“Better than a couple hundred,” Scott said. He laughed at Liam’s expression and poked him playfully in the shoulder. “Don’t give me that. I may not heal quite as fast as you, but I still know a thing or two about soldiering.”

	“So… that’s it?” Liam said. He was uncertain whether or not he should be grinning but did it anyway. “You just crossed the bridge and found us here?”

	“That’s what I told Julie. Although, between us, it wasn’t quite as easy as I made it sound. But what about you? From what Julie told me, it sounds like you had quite the time of it yourself.”

	Liam’s grin vanished as quickly as it had come. He glanced around, searching without luck for a glimpse of Jenn. Folding his arms, he ducked into the shadow of a building and chose his next words carefully.

	“I did,” he said. “How much do you know about the militia?”

	Scott cocked his head, brow furrowing.

	“A bit,” he said slowly. “I’ve only been a part of it for a decade. Why?”

	Liam swallowed hard.

	“We need to talk,” he said.

	 

	 

	 

	To Be Continued

	 

	 


 

	Thank you!

	Thank you so much for reading Feral Empires: Fanning Flames! It’s only thanks to the support and encouragement of fans like you that I’m able to write books like this. If you enjoyed the story, would you consider leaving a review? Your feedback helps ensure other readers discover my books, helps me improve as an author, and allows me to write novels that people love to read.

	Liam and company will return in Book Three of Feral Empires. 

	 

	 

	Interested in updates?

	I offer two different mailing lists, depending on your particular interests. 

	The first, Stephen L. Hadley, is for those interested exclusively in my novels. You’ll receive updates when a book is released, including opportunities to become Advance Readers and receive a free copy of new books several weeks before they’re released. That’s it.

	The second list, S.L. Hadley, is for those interested in everything I write. I’ve published roughly a hundred erotic shorts and novellas, primarily sci-fi and fantasy, and occasionally publish  new ones, depending on how badly I need a break from novel-writing.

	 

	You can also find more information on my (infrequently updated) website: www.slhadley.com

	Or contact me directly at steph@slhadley.com
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	Stephen L. Hadley is a former banker from the American Midwest, where he now pursues his dream of being a full-time author. He also holds a B.S. in Communications, the irony of which is not lost on him.

	In his spare time, he enjoys reading, watching movies and anime, and discussing politics until he vomits from anger.
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