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Chapter One

"It's coming around for another pass!"
Lieutenant Micah Caine's voice bellowed through the bunker. Even with his dark hair covered in dust, fatigues bloodied and torn, eyes bloodshot and circled with exhaustion, his charisma was undiminished. It gave them hope, and they needed all the hope they could get. This was the fourth pass and out of sixteen people, there were only three of them left.
The Lieutenant stood in front of the narrow window of the bunker, peering through his night vision binoculars. "All right, ready now." He raised his arm for a moment then dropped it. "Give 'em hell Harriet!"
Audrey Harrison had been a civilian back when things were normal. Her only experience with guns had been target shooting with her dad's hunting rifles. Now she sat behind an enormous rail gun that shot bullets the size of thermos bottles, her pale blonde hair scraped back in a tail, her fingernails chewed to stubs from the stress.
Nothing was normal anymore. Not since the day all hell had broken loose.
Audrey focused through the night scope, trying to ignore the zing of happy hormones thrumming through her system every time Micah got within five feet of her. It just wasn't going to happen. Not unless they won this war. Maybe not even then. She was pretty sure the attraction was completely one-sided.
The monster came into view. It was a big one. Its wingspan, barely visible against the night sky, must have been thirty-five feet, at least. Fire shot from its mouth, strafing the walls of the bunker. Concrete cracked under the intense heat.
Audrey swiped damp palms against her jeans before wrapping her hands carefully around the grips of the rail gun and squinting through the sights. Her blood ran cold as the creature hovered into view: Dragon. It was a horror beyond belief, a living nightmare. Ever so gently she squeezed the trigger.
Her shot ripped through the air, slamming into the winged creature. The thing screamed as it dipped slightly in the sky, but it was a scream of rage, not pain. The shell hadn't done a damn thing. She swore slightly and fired again.
Shell after shell tore through the night and shell after shell pulverized to dust against the monster's impenetrable hide. The lieutenant waved at her to stop.
"Foster! Grenade."
Foster scrambled toward the lieutenant, grenade launcher cradled against his chest. Audrey wasn't sure what Foster's first name was. Like the lieutenant, he was army. Unlike the Lieutenant, Foster had never seen action until the day the monsters got loose. He'd never even graduated from boot camp and now he was fighting for his life against creatures that shouldn't exist outside a horror film. Audrey would have felt sorry for him, but she had no time to feel sorry for anyone, not even herself.
Foster stumbled over fallen rubble, face pale under streaks of dust and soot. When he nearly dropped the launcher, Micah grabbed it out of his hands and hefted it onto his own shoulder. For just a minute he paused, silhouetted against the night. Then he fired.
The world exploded.
A chunk of concrete slammed into Audrey's shoulder, knocking her out of her seat. She hit the floor so hard it knocked the breath out of her. When she could breathe again, she almost wished she couldn't. Her entire body throbbed with pain. She touched her right temple and her hand came away covered in blood.
She turned her head carefully. Foster was gone, buried under a pile of rubble, a single pale hand poking from the debris, clutching at nothing. The ceiling above where he'd stood was now a gaping hole.
"Audrey?"
She barely recognized the hoarse whisper. "I'm here Micah. I can't... I can't move."
"Sorry, Audrey." His voice was slurred. "I thought... safe. Got the bastard. Got him... dead..." Micah's voice trailed to a whisper.
"Micah?"
She could hear his breathing, a harsh rattle in the stillness. "Micah? Micah, can you hear me?" She managed to pull herself up, arm clamped tightly to her side, pain screaming through every nerve. There was no way she could stand so she pulled herself along the floor ignoring the thick blood trail she left behind her.
Panting, dizzy with blood loss, she peered around the wreckage.
"No," it came out a breathy moan. "Oh, no."
They'd won. The dragon was, indeed, dead. Its smoking hulk lying on the ground outside the bunker blocked out most of the skyline, but it was missing one critical body part: its head. Not even those creatures could come back from that. But at what cost?
Audrey blinked. The room was getting darker. Breath wheezed through her lungs, each inhalation becoming more labored. Her eyes latched on to the unmoving form of Lieutenant Micah Caine lying in the shadow of the dead beast.
The monster was dead, but so was the lieutenant. So were they all. She didn't have enough strength left to cry.
The last thing Audrey Harrison ever saw was the beautiful face of the man she had secretly loved, his blue eyes staring blindly at a sky just beginning to light with dawn.
***
"This is it." Rain Mauri squatted at the top of the escarpment, faded map held in front of her. The pastel colors denoting long-vanished borders meant nothing to her, but there were other landmarks to follow. Most of them handwritten decades after the map had left the printer.
Sutter scanned the valley below. "Ain't nothing much here but dust."
Rain stood, letting her eyes, hidden behind a beat-up pair of dark glasses, roam over the barren landscape. He was right. The entire valley was one big dust bowl. Not a tree in sight, not even a bush. "There." She pointed to a heap of gray stones in the distance. "That's it."
"Still don't see it." Sutter lifted his grimy baseball cap, and scratched his scalp. He'd shaved his head before they left the compound and it was starting to grow back, a black shadow against coffee skin.
"Seriously? You don't see that giant pile of rocks?"
He rolled his eyes. "Of course I see the giant pile of rocks, Rain. Just don't see what's so special about that particular pile of rocks. Lots of rock piles closer to Sanctuary if you're desperate for rocks."
Rain shrugged and started down the hillside. The path was treacherous with loose stones and crumbling earth and her boots were just this side of worn out, but she didn't hesitate. Sutter sighed and followed.
When they reached the bottom, Rain realized the valley wasn't quite as barren as it looked from above. Here and there fragile shoots of grass bravely raised their heads above the ravaged soil. Nature was making a comeback. Or at least trying.
She headed toward the rock pile which began to look less like rocks and more like rubble the closer they got.
"That's a concrete building." Sutter's voice held a hint of surprise. "Or what's left of it anyway."
Rain nodded and hitched her rifle a little higher over her shoulder. They were safe enough during daytime, but it never hurt to be prepared. "Old U.S. Army bunker. It was abandoned before the War."
He shot her a look. "There are scorch marks on some of that rubble. Those beasts don't attack abandoned buildings."
Rain smiled. "Ever heard of Caine's Last Stand?"
"No way! This is it?"
"Yep. This is it." Her smile widened, flashing dimples.
Caine's Last Stand was legendary. A tale told around countless campfires, whispered on dark nights. It had grown and changed until it resembled a tale from one of those ancient comic books Sutter thought no one knew about. Most people thought it was just a story made up by the Army during the War to keep up the spirits of the soldiers fighting a losing battle.
Rain knew different. Maybe the details had changed over time, but the story was real. Lieutenant Micah Caine had been real. And so had his sacrifice. She'd discovered the files that proved it and now she'd finally found the place where it had happened.
"Come on." She led the way across the scattered rubble to what remained of a set of concrete stairs, worn and broken by time and battle. Sutter followed her down into the ruined military bunker.
"Wow, that's a hell of a gun." Sutter's eyes grew wide at the sight of the enormous rail gun, barrel pointed skyward. After decades of exposure to the elements it was impressive, but useless. Not to mention the thing wouldn't work without electricity. Rain was far more interested in the remains huddled at the foot of the giant gun.
Time and vermin had scattered the bones and rotted the clothing, but she knew who it was. "Audrey Harrison. She was a librarian before the war. By all accounts a pacifist." Rain had done her homework. Caine's Last Stand had been an obsession since childhood.
Sutter's brown eyes widened as he scratched at the three-day growth of beard on his chin. No time to shave and no safe place to do it out here. "What the hell was a pacifist doing handling a weapon like this?"
"It was war, Sutter. They were fighting dragons. If you were human you fought. Or you died. Just like now."
Nothing much had changed since then, in Rain's opinion. Except that the humans had gone underground and kept to the daylight while the monsters had multiplied despite their best efforts. Pacifism was no longer an option.
Fury rode her as she stared down at Audrey Harrison's remains. Even in this shelled-out ruin of a world, the dead were respected. Yet these dead, these heroes, had been left to rot. The excuse, of course, had been that it was wartime. Typical bureaucratic nonsense, as Padre Pedro would say.
She stepped to what had once been a window but was now a gaping hole along one side of the bunker. Her boots left deep impressions in decades of dust and grime. Crumbled pieces of concrete and stone rattled underfoot, but her attention was on the view outside.
The pile of bones hadn't been scattered, but loomed against the sky, bleached white by the sun. Most of the fragile wing bones were missing and the head was shattered to nothing, but the rest was intact, the ribcage reaching higher than the bunker roof. Or what was left of it.
Sutter let out a low whistle. "Big mother, huh? Wonder what happened to the head."
Rain nodded. The stories hadn't exaggerated the size of the monster. Lieutenant Caine had fought one of the biggest dragons on record. He'd fought and he'd won, he and Audrey Harrison and a young solider known only as Foster. But the cost had been high. They'd died along with the thirteen others who'd fled to the abandoned bunker after the nearby military base had fallen, razed by dragon fire.
Rain turned from the window. "Let's do what we came to do and get out of here." The place gave her chills with its fire-scarred walls and the hulking ruins of the mighty beast outside.
Sutter gave the rusted hulk of the big gun a frown. "I can't imagine we'll find much left, Rain. After all these years ..."
"The Lieutenant was rumored to have brought an arsenal with him from the Base. I doubt he left them lying about to rust." Every Marine she'd met had been meticulous about his guns and armor. It was unlikely the military back then had been any different.
"Unless he used them," Sutter pointed out.
Which was always a possibility, of course, especially given the state of the dragon's skull, or lack of skull. Dragon skulls didn't have a habit of spontaneously combusting. It was highly likely Micah had used some sort of ordinance to cause the damage, which meant there might not be any left. Rain was holding out hope, however. These days there wasn't much left to the human race but hope.
She and Sutter began shifting through the rubble, no easy task since neither one of them was exactly muscle-bound. Rain herself was of medium height, just over five foot five, but slightly built while Sutter was short and wiry, like most civilian men. Any man that showed promise of being big and muscular was taken by the Marines to fill out their ranks which were constantly decimated by skirmishes with the dragons.
By the time they uncovered the second skeleton, they were both sweaty and covered in dust, a few new rips added to their well-patched clothes. The uniform was nearly rotted away, but the dog tags still circled the cervical spine. Rain carefully lifted one. "Foster."
Sutter frowned. "Can't be. He's not big enough."
True, the skeletal remains weren't those of a large man, but of someone well under six feet. And while Rain was no judge, the bones appeared slight. "I guess a man's size didn't matter to the Army. After all, things were different back then. They had machines and guns. No dragons, either." At least, not until the end.
Sutter gave her a wry look. "Brains were more important than muscles?"
She grinned back, "Maybe. Stranger things have happened."
It was hard to imagine a world where intelligence ruled over brute strength. It was hard to believe. After all, the old military with their guns and bombs had done nearly as much damage to the planet as the enemy they fought. Not exactly a sign of intellect.
"Over here," Sutter beckoned. In the corner behind more rubble were two green metal boxes. "I think this is it."
After a bit more digging they had the boxes out. Each of them was big enough to hold a man Sutter's size and each of them was locked. "Dammit," Rain snarled.
Sutter grinned. "Not to worry, Rain. I've got skills."
She laughed as he fished a small hand-stitched leather wallet out of the inner pocket of his worn overcoat and began pulling out tools. Within minutes he had the boxes open and they were both staring in awe at the contents.
Rows of gleaming black automatic rifles shone in the sunlight streaming through the broken bunker wall. At either end of the trunk were egg-shaped grenades carefully tucked into foam cradles, and under it all were boxes ammunition sheathed in shining brass.
"Jackpot!" Sutter crowed, his brown eyes sparkling with glee. Such a boy, Sutter.
Rain's mind had already turned to other things. They had what they'd come for and they'd found the bodies of two of Caine's people. They'd seen the remains of the dragon he'd killed. The stories were true. And while stories were just stories, a story like this, proven fact, could give hope and strength to people who were quickly losing both.
If she could find the body of Lieutenant Micah Caine, it would give them more than hope. It would give them a talisman: A relic behind which to rally. Rain had read enough to know that relics held powers beyond that of any weapon. The Church, though now a distant memory, had held power for thousands of years due in part to such relics.
Besides which, she wanted to see him.
Oh, she'd seen his likeness in old articles from newspapers saved at the beginning of the war, but she wanted to see the real Micah Caine. Even if all that was left were bones.
Rain left Sutter to examine their find while she began shifting through more of the rubble. In her experience, a true leader didn't hide in the back out of harm's way. He, or she, stood at the front, right in the line of fire, urging on the troops. If the stories were right, Micah Caine had been such a leader.
She headed toward the front of the bunker and the broken wall framing the jagged hulk of dragon bones. After a few minutes of searching, she saw a glint of silver buried under some crumbled concrete and debris. Dog tags.
She scooped up the tags. The chain was broken as though it had been caught on something and snapped. She turned the tags over. The metal was partially corroded by time and the elements, but the stamping was still clearly legible: Caine, Micah. U.S. Army.
Rain wrapped her hand around the tags. The tags of a dead hero. Exaltation warred with disappointment. She'd found the legendary bunker. She'd found his tags and his weapons cache. She'd found the remains of his fellow warriors and of the great beast they'd killed. But where were the remains of Lieutenant Micah Caine?



Chapter Two

"What's that?"
Rain glanced at Sutter then followed his pointing finger. She frowned as she swiped sweat off her brow. It was hot and getting hotter. "Don't see anything."
"At the base of the cliff over there." His voice was insistent.
Rain pulled out the binoculars and trained them on the cliff base. She'd radioed in their find before she and Sutter left the site of Caine's Last Stand. By now the scavenge team would be loading up the ordinance on hand carts and hauling it to the compound. That left her and Sutter to make their way home by a different route in the hopes of finding something else worth scavenging.
She scanned the bottom of the cliff looking for whatever it was that was getting Sutter all worked up. She frowned when she saw a lump the size of a human huddled in the shade. Who would be out this far from any known compound?
"Could be a Wanderer." She handed the binocs to Sutter. Wanderers were odd ones. They eschewed the company of others, preferring to roam the wastelands alone instead of settling on a compound.
"Whoever it is, he isn't moving. We should go see if he's okay."
Rain frowned at that. "Could be a trap."
"Or it could be someone needs our help."
She sighed. "Fine. I'll check it. You hang back. If he so much as twitches wrong, shoot him. You got that?"
"When have I ever let you down?"
She smiled at that. Sutter was Rain's right arm. Without him she'd have been dead a thousand times over.
Leaving Sutter to watch her back, she slowly picked her way over the rocky terrain. The sun beat down, making the back of her neck itch with heat.
The lump at the base of the cliff was definitely a person. A man, and a badly injured one at that. As she drew closer she saw his body was twisted at an odd angle, a broken bone in his arm protruding through skin. She fought back the urge to vomit. Food was precious and throwing it up was a waste. Padre Pedro had drilled that into her.
She scanned the man's body and then glanced up at the top of the cliff. It was pretty obvious he'd either fallen or jumped from the top. Poor bastard. He was buzzard food now.
And then she heard it. So soft she thought for a moment she was imagining things.
"Help me."
"Shit. He's still alive. Sutter!"
Sutter came running, worry etched across his dark face. "What is it?"
"He's alive, Sut. He's frigging alive."
Sutter frowned and leaned over the fallen man, checking over injuries with the ease of years of practice. He glanced up at her, face grim. "Not for long."
Sutter had been trained as a field medic. Or at least as much of one as anyone could be these days. If he said the man would die, it was fact.
She tugged at her dark-blond pony tail. Crap. She hated shit like this. There was nothing they could do for the man short of putting him out of his misery. From the looks of things, it'd be a mercy.
Rain knelt beside Sutter. "What do you think?" She could tell by the look in his eyes he knew exactly what she was asking.
"Nothing else to do. We can't leave him. Not like this."
He was right. Leaving the man to die a slow painful death was cruel in the extreme. Better to end it quick. Her hand drifted toward her knife.
Sutter stopped her. "Let me." Darkness was in his eyes.
"Damn."
He shrugged. "It's what I was trained for." These days field medics did more than just treat injuries.
Sutter slid his own knife out of its sheath. Gently holding the man's head still, he laid the blade against bare throat and quietly mumbled a few words under his breath.
Rain crossed herself like she'd seen Padre Pedro do. It meant nothing to her. It was another thing they'd had drilled into them. They honored the dead. Ensured safe passage into the afterlife. Rain hoped that whatever was there waiting in the afterlife, it was better than the here and now.
Sutter's arm tensed for the killing blow.
"Please ..." It was a mere whisper of breath.
"Wait, Sutter." Rain crawled in close to the man. "I'm sorry, mister. There's nothing we can do."
His hand groped weakly for hers. She grabbed it and held on as he struggled to get the next words out. "Don't let them ... My body ... don't ..."
"I'm sorry, mister. Don't let who do what?" She frowned, trying to make sense of his words.
"Don't ... let ... Marines take my body. You don't ..." The man coughed and gasped for breath. "You don't know ... what they do to bodies." His voice trailed off. "Please," he whispered, "please don't ..."
Rain glanced at Sutter. His face was grim. "I've heard rumors about the Marines taking dead bodies."
"Why?"
"No idea. Some say they experiment on the bodies. Desecrate them. Who knows?"
Her face turned grim as she leaned back to the dying man. "Don't worry, mister. We won't let the Marines take you. I promise."
The man nodded ever so slightly. "Thank ..." His voice trailed off into a death rattle. Rain felt relief Sutter hadn't had to end things.
"How we gonna make sure the Marines don't get his body?"
"Burn it," Rain said.
"The drags ..."
"It's daylight. By the time the dragons wake we'll be long gone."
"Marines then."
"Screw the fucking Marines," she snapped. "We're the best Trackers in the compound. By the time they see the smoke, we'll be gone and this poor man's body will be burned to a crisp." And hopefully useless to anyone wanting to experiment with it.
Sutter nodded.
They were quiet as they built a funeral pyre from the surrounding dry scrub and a small amount of precious alcohol from their packs. But as they watched the body burn Sutter finally spoke. "I don't care if it's just rumor. I don't want to get turned into a fucking zombie. Promise me you'll never let the Marines take my body either."
"I promise."
Rain hoped it was a promise she'd never have to keep.
***
"Gone? What do you mean gone? Dead bodies don't get up and walk around in the general scheme of things." Elan's voice practically dripped with sarcasm. "Maybe the dragons ate him."
"Don't be an idiot, El," Rain snapped back. "You know as well as I do dragons won't go near their own dead, and that mother was sitting feet from where Caine died. Obviously somebody took his remains. It's just a question of who and why. You've heard the rumors about the Marines taking dead bodies?"
They were sitting in one of the many tiny rooms which made up the warren that was the underground civilian compound of Sanctuary. This particular room was Elan's own personal lair of sorts. He kept it Spartan, furnished with only a table and chairs, a cupboard where he kept his brew, and a single hurricane lantern. Rain had no idea how El saw anything with only the one candle for light. Frankly, it was sort of depressing.
El rolled his eyes. "That's ridiculous. What would the Marines want with dead bodies? Somebody probably buried him." He took a gulp from the cracked mug in his hand. Elan was fond of his home brew. He had his own still hidden deep within the compound. No one knew where and he wasn't sharing.
"And left his dog tags behind? Don't be ridiculous. Besides, why wouldn't they bury the other bodies?"
El laughed at that. "Oh, well. We got what we wanted, right? Guns, ammunition. Something to really fight with."
Rain felt like growling. She crossed her arms under her breasts and leaned back in her chair. She seriously needed a new bra, but those were hard to come by these days. "You know as well as I do that those guns are useless. Have you seen the armor plating on those damn drags? And the grenades? Maybe if we lob one down a dragon's throat, but otherwise they'll do us more damage than they will the drags."
Her mind stopped there. A grenade down the throat? That would explain the damage to the dragon back at the bunker. But why hadn't the humans survived? It wasn't dragon fire that killed Audrey or Foster.
"It's like you said before, Rain, hope. You and I know the weapons are hardly better than sticks and stones against those monsters, but for everyone else, this is hope." El took another sip from his mug. "I know you think that finding the body of Micah Caine would accomplish that, and maybe you're right. Weirder things have happened, but we ain't got his body. We've got guns, and people like guns. Makes them feel safe, even if it's false safety. And dammit, people need to feel safe." His face wore a haunted look as he stared at the bottom of his mug.
Rain sighed. He had a point. Guns did make people feel safe, but that would only last until the first time they went up against a dragon and they realized the weapons wouldn't save them. Then where would their hope be?
"How's Sutter?" Elan's voice was soft, his eyes avoiding her face.
"He's good. Fearless out there. I couldn't ask for a better partner."
"Good. That's good." He continued to stare at the scarred wooden table that sat between them, fingers toying with the empty mug.
"Come on, El." Her voice was soft. "You two have got to get over this feud, make things right between you. Life is way too short. You're brothers, for god's sake."
Elan closed his eyes, eyes that were the exact same shade of black coffee as his brother's, and shook his head slightly. "You know it's not that easy. He still blames me."
"It wasn't your fault, El. Everyone knows that."
"And yet, she's still dead." His voice was bleak.
"Lots of people are dead, El. Blaming each other is a waste of time." She was tired of this argument. She was tired of stupid people and their stupid anger and hate. Didn't they have enough going on? The world was overrun with fire-breathing dragons, for crying out loud. Family feuds they did not need.
"He loved her." Elan got up to pour himself another drink from his stash in the cupboard. "He loved her and I couldn't save her."
"You loved her, too," Rain pointed out. She didn't mention the fact that the woman in question had played both the brothers. He didn't need the reminder.
El's grin was anything but happy. "Yeah, and there lies the problem. She was his wife." He finished pouring his drink and ambled back to the table. He looked so much like his brother that if it weren't for the full head of dreadlocks and the ever present mug in his hand, Rain doubted even she'd be able to tell the difference.
They were handsome devils, she'd give them that. They'd made the hearts of more than one woman flutter. They were also the most miserable bastards on the planet. El with his functional alcoholism, that's what they'd called it back in the old days, and Sutter with his burning rage hidden under a layer of humor.
Where was Dr. Phil when you needed him?
She shook her head at her own whimsical thought. Dr. Phil and his ilk had more than likely been dragon food a long time ago. All that remained were a few tattered paperbacks by the self-help guru which Padre Pedro horded like gold and quoted more often than he quoted the Bible.
"You think it's important? That his body is missing?" Elan changed back to their original topic.
"I think it's suspicious. Like I said, his is the only one missing." Rain leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. She noticed a jagged tear in her sleeve. She wondered if the Padre could repair it. He was good with leather and it was her favorite jacket.
"Scavengers could have dragged the bones off somewhere. Scattered them," El suggested.
Rain shook her head. "No, I don't think so. I doubt they'd have messed with one body and left the others."
Elan frowned. "But why would anyone want a bunch of bones?"
She shrugged. "Don't know. Might not have been bones. Depends when he was taken."
"Why would anyone want a dead body, then?" Elan got up to fill his mug again. Rain decided that was her cue to get out before he passed out.
"No idea," she told him as she rose to leave. "But I'm going to find out."
"Yeah," he saluted her, "you do that."
She strode to the door, then turned and gave him a look. "I will." She closed the door firmly behind her.
***
Rain shrugged out of her jacket and flung it across the bed before sinking down onto the old club chair. On reflection, her own room was nearly as Spartan as El's.
Oh, she'd tried to make the place comfortable, warm it up a bit, but it still had the hallmarks of a typical room in the compound: Cement walls, steel door, no windows, zero natural light. Even covering one wall with scenic pictures from an old calendar and hiding the ugly gray floor with what Padre Pedro called a "Persian rug" still couldn't hide the reality that Sanctuary wasn't really a home, but a fortress.
Rain liked to pick up things on her missions to decorate her quarters, things that spoke of a world she couldn't remember. She'd only been three years old when the dragons came.
She'd found the calendar still hanging on the wall of an abandoned office building, flipped to the final page: December 2012. The picture had been a gorgeous scene of a giant tree decorated in colored lights surrounded by a sheet of ice where people dressed in bright clothes and happy smiles skated back and forth. Rain envied the simple joy of that picture.
She'd never been happy like that. Never skated before. Hell, she'd never even seen ice before.
Her pride and joy was a small bookshelf leaning haphazardly against the wall next to her chair. The bookshelf was crammed with every book and magazine she'd been able to salvage during her missions. Few had survived the fires that had raged across the world, so those she'd found were more precious than gold. At least to her. And Padre Pedro.
Rain smiled to herself a little as she pulled a small hardback off the shelves. There was a little black scorching along the spine, but the dark green cover was otherwise in pristine condition. She could still read the gold letters spelling out the title Complete Works of John Greenleaf Whittier. The most amazing thing of all was the date listed on the inside page: 1884. Imagine that. A book published over one hundred and fifty years ago.
It wasn't the book she wanted, it was what lay hidden between its brittle pages. She carefully leafed through until she came to a page marked with a photograph. She tilted the photo to the light, a wistful smile hovering at the corners of her mouth.
She'd found the photo in another bunker hidden in a box under another pile of rubble. This one had held files. Files of long-dead heroes who'd fought in countless other wars. Wars that seemed so trivial and useless, such a waste of human life now that the dragons had come.
Stumbling across his file had been a minor miracle. A sign, Padre Pedro would say, though a sign of what exactly, she had no idea. All she really cared about was the photograph.
It was an official one, with him in his dress uniform against the background of the flag of the old United States of America. His eyes stared straight at the camera, not even a trace of a smile. Still, lack of smile couldn't hide the delicious fullness of his mouth, the almost too-sharp cheekbones, the blue eyes rimmed in ink-black lashes, or the strong jaw line that barely saved him from being too pretty. Micah Caine had been one hell of a stunning man. Breathtaking, actually.
Rain heaved a sigh. She knew it was incredibly stupid mooning over a dead man. Heck, even if he would have survived the Wars, he'd have been over sixty years old. An old man. These days you were lucky if you made it to forty without turning into drag food.
She tucked the photo carefully between the pages of the book and slid it back on the shelf. Stupid. Stupid. She had wasted so many years of her life mooning over a man who'd been dead nearly as long as she'd been alive, but she couldn't seem to help herself.
She pulled the dog tags out of her jeans pocket and laid them gently on top the bookshelf. They glinted in the soft light from the lantern. Sutter would tease her mercilessly if he ever found out she was being such a sentimental idiot.
She kicked off her boots and propped her feet up on the well worn footrest. She'd found it in a huge building belonging to someone called Ethan All. She didn't know who Ethan All was, but she figured he wouldn't mind since the building had obviously been abandoned for years. Not to mention, the man had owned an awful lot of furniture.
Her head told her to forget Micah Caine. The man had been dead over two and a half decades, after all. Her heart was another matter. Or maybe it was the thing Padre Pedro called intuition. Whatever it was called, it was screaming at her that something wasn't right about the death of Micah Caine. There was more to be discovered.
But how? She couldn't very well go bang on the door of the local Marine base and demand to know the truth of what happened all those years ago. They probably wouldn't know anyway. Most of them were younger than she was, and if Rain couldn't remember anything about Before, how were they supposed to remember? They'd probably lock her up for crazy. Or worse.
Rain frowned. There had to be a way. She'd found his files. By accident, but still. Of course, there was nothing in those files dated after 2012, but the files had survived the War, so why couldn't there be someone left who remembered Caine?
She sighed and tilted her head back against the chair. Why did she care anyway? Surely there were more important things to worry about than a dead man. Or rather, the missing bones of a dead man.
She almost jumped out of her skin as the shriek of the alarm shattered the quiet of the compound. "Oh, no," she whispered to herself as she yanked on her boots. "Please, no."



Chapter Three

Rain dashed into the hall and almost collided with Sutter. His face was gray, eyes wide as saucers. "Shit, Rain. What's happening?"
"No idea. Come on."
They pelted up the stairs toward the first watch tower, their assigned station any time the alarm sounded. They ran past a couple of older women herding the children down into the safety of the underground compound.
At the top of the first flight of stairs they passed the armory where Elan was overseeing the distribution of weapons with the help of young Joey Turrow. The brothers didn't even look at each other as Sutter and Rain snatched up rifles and a grenade each before they hit the stairs again. Six more flights and they finally reached Tower One.
"Shit!"
Rain couldn't have said it better herself. This was no drill, they were under attack.
A storage shed near the compound gates went up in flames as a fireball hit the side. A triumphant scream split the air and Rain's blood ran cold as a second scream answered from the other side of the compound. She'd know the cry of dragons anywhere.
"Sutter," she could barely breathe as fear squeezed her chest tight, "there are two of them."
They could maybe fight off one dragon, but two? They'd never survive two. Not without an entire platoon of Marines. Or one Dragon Warrior. The Marines were over a day's journey away. They'd never get to the compound on time, even if they wanted to. Dragon Warriors might as well be a myth, they were so rare.
"Shit," Sutter swore. "How'd they find us? Did they follow us?"
"No way. There is no way they followed us. We traveled by daylight." Dragons were night creatures. Daylight blinded them, leaving them vulnerable, and their hides, normally impenetrable, were ultra sensitive to the UVs.
Rain's eyes narrowed at the sight of the two mighty beasts. They were big mothers, full grown and deadly, their huge outlines illuminated by the compound torches. "Someone must have led them here and it wasn't us."
Sutter's eyes widened. "Who would do that?"
"No idea. But if we survive this, you can bet your sweet ass I'm going to find out. And then I'm going to find the fuckers. Come on." Rain led the way over to the narrow catwalk circling the compound.
Their feet pounded over the uneven boards of the catwalk as they ran toward the next tower. "Shit, Rain! Look out!" Sutter reached out and yanked her down flat onto the boards just as the larger dragon hit the building with a fire ball, singeing the wall where they'd been standing. The railing burst into flame, the old wood burning fast and hot.
Rain scrambled to her feet, taking off down the catwalk again, Sutter hot on her heels. She took the narrow metal stairs to the tower two at a time.
"God damn," Sutter wheezed behind her. "Those mothers are huge. No way we're going to take them out with a few rifles."
"Grenade might to it." Rain figured she might as well look on the bright side.
"Yeah, if we can get them to eat the things," Sutter's voice dripped with sarcasm.
Rain raised an eyebrow. "Now there's an idea."
Sutter snorted. "You plan on volunteering?"
"Maybe. Maybe." She tugged at her lower lip, thinking furiously. "There's got to be a way to get those monsters to eat a couple grenades."
"Other than death by dismemberment, you mean."
"Yeah, other than that." Rain scanned the compound. There wasn't much to it; half a dozen ramshackle buildings and a couple of scraggly vegetable gardens surrounded by a cyclone fence that was nearly rusted into nothing.
They'd reinforced the fence a dozen times with scrap metal they scavenged, but they were fighting a losing battle against time. Fortunately, most of the compound was underground, providing some measure of protection from the beasts.
"I guess we could shove one of those grenades down a goat or a cow or something and get the drags to eat it."
Rain rolled her eyes. "And where are we going to get a goat or cow, let alone feed the thing a grenade without it blowing up?"
He lifted his cap to scratch his scalp. "No idea. But we've got to do something."
"I've got an idea. How's that arm of yours?"
Sutter stared down at his right arm. "Uh, what?"
"Look, I'm going down there. Get one of those things to chase me, right? Then when it tries to eat me, I'll toss the grenade in its mouth."
"That's a stupid fucking idea, Rain."
She shrugged. "It's what we've got. I'll take the big one, you take the little one." Little being a relative term, of course.
"Shit, Rain, you are going to get us killed."
She grinned. "Only if you don't run fast enough."
***
From within the shadows of the old parking bay, Rain watched the two dragons hit the compound with blast after blast of fire. The catwalk ringing the wall was gone. Tower Two was gone and Tower One was burning. Padre Pedro had rounded up a couple of the older kids and was trying to keep the fire from spreading further into the compound.
Elan and the rest of the guard were putting the guns she and Sutter had brought back through their paces, but the bullets were useless against dragon hide. She really, really didn't want to leave the relative safety of the bay, but if she didn't move now, there wouldn't be much of a compound left.
She closed her eyes a minute and breathed in deeply through her nose before blowing her breath out through her mouth. The air tasted of sulfur and hot metal.
Rain pulled an egg shaped grenade out of her pocket, flipped up the lever and stuck her thumb through the ring. A quick tug and the pin would be out. Then she could toss the thing down the dragon's throat.
If all went well. If not, she was drag food.
She poked her head around the corner of the building. Across the scorched courtyard she could see Sutter crouched behind an old rusted out dumpster. He nodded. She nodded back. It was now or never.
Rain dashed out into the open at the very same time Sutter darted into the courtyard from the opposite direction. The smaller drag caught the movement, its screaming cry almost joyful as it wheeled in the air and dove straight at its prey: Sutter.
She didn't have time to focus on Sutter, though. She could feel the heat of dragon breath on her own back. She risked a glance behind.
The second dragon, golden green scales gleaming dully in firelight, was inches behind her. Rain could smell its breath, rank with the scent of decayed meat. She fought down the urge to vomit at the stench. Hurling up her dinner would be a very bad idea right now.
She pelted across the courtyard, willing her legs to move faster. She was halfway across the open space when a rock under her foot shifted, twisting her to the side and sending her tumbling through the dust. Rain managed to roll to her feet, but something was wrong.
It was like a thousand red hot knives stabbing into her ankle. It gave way and she was back down on the ground, agony shooting through her body.
Flipping to her back, she realized the drag was closer than she'd thought. A lot closer. Its head darted at her, mouth wide, jagged teeth dripping saliva.
Rain rolled desperately to one side, very narrowly avoiding the drag's sharp teeth as it snapped its powerful jaws shut. Screaming in rage, it darted at her again, but this time she was ready.
Ignoring the pain screaming through her ankle, she rolled forward onto her knees. As the drag's head came down, jaws open wide, in one fluid movement she flipped out the pin with her thumb and lobbed the grenade down the drag's throat. With hardly a pause she tumbled forward, somersaulting under the huge body before scrambling to her feet and limping as fast as she could toward Tower One.
With a flying leap, Rain threw herself behind the apron wall around the base of Tower One. She didn't even have a chance to check on Sutter as the world exploded in white hot light.



Chapter Four

"Sutter! Sutter!" Rain's ears felt like they were stuffed with rags. Everything was muffled, sound fading in and out like Padre Pedro's old ham radio. Sticky wetness trickled down the right side of her face, dripping salty liquid into her mouth. She spat. Blood.
In some vague corner of her brain, Rain realized she was injured. She had no idea how badly and, frankly, she didn't give a damn. Sutter was out there. Somewhere. Right in the path of the blast.
"Sut...," she choked back a sob. The explosion had been bigger than anything she could have predicted. There was no way Sutter ...
She shoved that thought out of her mind. Sutter was fine. He was fine. "Sutter! goddammit, Sutter, answer me!"
She staggered toward the last place she'd seen Sutter, her feet stirring the dust of the arid courtyard. Charred bits of the dragon still smoked, the stink of burning flesh singeing her nostrils. She couldn't tell if the second dragon had been caught in the blast, but if it hadn't it was gone, at least.
And then she saw him. Or what was left of him.
Rain sank to her knees, tears falling unchecked down her face. She placed a trembling hand over her mouth, trying to hold back a sob. "Oh, Sutter."
His body was burned so badly it was unrecognizable. If they hadn't been the only two people down in the courtyard, she might have been able to convince herself it was someone else.
"Rain." Footsteps behind her. "It's not. It can't be ..." Elan's voice was tight and harsh, as though he could barely breathe.
Rain hauled herself to her feet and managed to stagger a short way from Sutter's body before losing what little was in her stomach. Pain lodged itself just under her breastbone. She could hardly believe Sutter was gone.
Elan was still standing over his brother's body, his face a mask. He swallowed hard. "He's dead."
"Yes."
He closed his eyes. "How could he be dead?"
"I'm sorry, El. I didn't mean ... I didn't ..." She couldn't get the words out past the lump in her throat. She swiped at her cheeks, but the tears kept falling.
"The second dragon got away," Elan said.
Rain blinked. She didn't care about the second drag. Her best friend was dead. "Sutter's dead, Elan."
"Yes, I know." He turned toward her. "There's nothing either of us can do about that, is there? We need to focus on what's important. Protecting the compound."
She bit back a sharp retort. Grief. It had to be grief. Surely Elan wasn't so cold. Despite their differences, they were brothers. Had been brothers. The grief of losing his twin must be tearing Elan apart. "We should bury him."
"There's no time. We need," he broke off as a sound hit their ears. The low rumbling was unusual and completely unique. "Marines."
"Shit." Rain ran to the gate of the compound and peered out. Sure enough, two humvees bounced their way over the uneven terrain toward the compound. "Where were they when we needed them?" Before Sutter was killed.
She whirled around and signaled to the other citizens of Sanctuary. They quickly vanished underground, slipping into the secret caverns and storerooms built for just such occasions. This wasn't the first time the Marines had come calling.
The humvees pulled up in front of the gates and men in desert camouflage spilled out, weapons at the ready. One of them sauntered toward Rain and Elan. There was a light swagger to his walk as though he thought himself just a little better than anyone else. Rain disliked him instantly.
"Major Smith, at your service. Heard you folks had some dragon problems." His voice was low and harsh, his eyes icy.
"You're a little late. We could have used your service an hour ago," Rain snapped.
"Well, ma'am," Major Smith tugged at his cap and gave Rain a once over, "we do have more important things than protecting your little compound. Besides, looks like you did a good enough job yourselves. Wonder where you got the ordinance, hmmm?"
Rain glared and crossed her arms over her chest. So, that was what the Marines wanted. They weren't there to help. They were there to take. Typical.
She glanced at Elan. He just stood there, face remote, eyes locked on the distance. Shit.
"Molotov cocktails," she lied without batting an eyelash. "Easy enough to make if you've got some home brew."
Smith narrowed his eyes. "Molotovs are useless against dragon hide."
"We didn't throw them at the dragons," she said tartly. "We threw them in the dragons."
"Dragon."
"What?"
"There are only enough parts for one dragon here." Smith indicated the still smoking body parts.
Rain tried to ignore her roiling stomach and shrugged. "The other one got away."
Smith stepped toward Sutter's body. "Looks like you got one of your own while you were at it."
Rain ground her teeth. Bastard. Like she didn't know her actions had brought about Sutter's death. She'd never forgive herself for it, either.
"Well, we'll take the body along with some of that home brew."
"Excuse me?" She stared at Smith, aghast. "You aren't taking Sutter's body. We're burying him."
Smith stepped right up into her personal space. "That's where you're wrong. According to the Articles of Military Law, we have a right to take anything we want." He gave her a long look up and down, a smirk crossing his face. "Just be thankful a dead body and some liquor is all we're taking."
Rain glanced over at Elan. As head of the compound, he should be dealing with the jackass. Unfortunately Elan appeared to be in complete shock. He stood there motionless, eyes averted from his brother's body.
"I don't think so." She clenched her fists. "You've been taking from us long enough."
Smith grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head back. "Who's going to stop us? Huh? You?" He burst out laughing, his men joining him.
She knew it was stupid to battle the Marine, but she couldn't seem to help herself. Rain hauled off and kneed Major Smith right in the junk. He went down like a ton of bricks.
Unfortunately, his men were extremely well trained. Before Rain could blink, one of them had a gun pressed up under her chin. "You want I should blow her brains out, sir?"
Smith staggered to his feet, still clutching himself. He waved for the Marine to lower his gun. The minute the gun was down, he slammed his fist into Rain's cheek, sending her tumbling to the ground.
"No," Smith said. "No, we don't want to kill her. She'll come in handy next time we need a little entertainment at the base." He crouched down next to Rain and gave her a pleasant smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.
"Now, I'm going to take what I came for, and you're going to stay here and behave like a good little girl. Do I make myself clear?"
"Fine," she hissed at the Major. "I can't stop you." Not now, anyway but she'd be damned if he was going to get away with stealing her friend's body.
The smile he gave her wasn't pretty. "Glad we understand each other."
Rain staggered to her feet and tucked her arm through Elan's as the two of them watched the Marines shove what was left of Sutter into a body bag. Then they tossed him into the back of one of the humvees. Rain held back a wince, anger snaking through her at the disrespect. Elan didn't even blink.
"The booze?" Smith not-so-subtly caressed his gun.
"This way." Rain led Smith and the rest of the Marines to one of the brick buildings at the edge of the compound. Two large, blue plastic drums were tucked up against the far wall. In front of them sat a couple of crates. Rain pointed at the barrels. "There."
"That's it?" Smith frowned, obviously displeased by the pittance.
"We're lucky we got that much. It was supposed to last through the winter," she snapped.
"What's in the crates?"
Rain clenched her jaw and crossed her arms over her chest. "Some canned food we scavenged. It's our winter stock. You take that and we're going to starve."
Smith leered at her. "Too bad. Guess if you get hungry, you can stop by my place. Maybe we can work something out."
She barely held back a snarl. Much as she might like to, getting all up in Smith's face again would get her nowhere but locked up. Or worse.
The Marines hustled into the building and hustled back out with the barrels and crates. In minutes they had everything including themselves loaded onto the humvees.
Smith gave Rain and Elan a mocking bow. "The American Marines thank you for your kind donation."
"Fuck you."
He stepped in so close she could smell a hint of mint on his breath. "Anytime, sweetheart." Then he was gone along with the humvees and Sutter's body.
"They took everything?" Elan spoke for the first time. His voice was dull, like his expression.
"Yeah. Just like we planned."
It wasn't unusual for the Marines to raid compounds for food and ammunition. During her tracks with Sutter, Rain had discovered more than one community starved to death because of it. Padre Pedro swore that before the Dragon Wars the Marines had been the good guys. Rain wasn't sure she believed it. They certainly weren't good guys now.
"Do you think they'll suspect?"
She shrugged. "Why would they? As far as they know it was just you, me and Sutter in the compound. And Sutter's dead." Her voice choked on the last bit. She cleared her throat. "There was enough in there to throw them off the scent. For now."
Hopefully Smith and his Marines would never guess that the two barrels of watered-down home brew and the cases of canned food mostly gone off were nothing more than a smokescreen. Their true winter stores were far below ground, as were their true numbers. Elan hadn't been about to let the Marines decimate their compound like they had so many others.
"Elan, about Sutter ..."
He shook his head. "I don't wish to talk about it. He's dead. That's that. We'll hold vigil for him tonight and then we move on." He turned and walked back into the compound. Probably to drink himself into a stupor.
But Rain wasn't satisfied. Sutter had been her partner, her friend, the closest thing she had to a brother. She wasn't about to let him go out that way. She'd made him a promise and she was going to keep it.
Her eyes narrowed as she stared in the direction the humvees had disappeared. What did the Marines want with Sutter's body, anyway?



Chapter Five

The rusted sign swung gently in the breeze, each twist making a slight squeaking sound. The letters were nearly gone, worn away by wind and rain, but she could still make out the town name: Fossil.
Rain frowned. Odd name for a town.
She hitched her pack up a little higher. At first glance the town looked deserted. The windows of the shops on Main Street were coated in grime. One of the old telephone poles had toppled over and lay across the road, the attached streetlight broken to pieces. Weeds and saplings grew through cracks in the pavement. It looked like no one had come this way in a very long time.
Rain knew better than to judge things by the way they looked. After all, it had been her idea to have a separate storage area with a bunch of crap food for when the Marines came calling.
She turned off Main Street, keeping to the shadows, her footsteps soft. No sense advertising her presence. She didn't have Sutter to watch her back anymore. She pushed that thought out of her mind.
"You lost?"
Rain whirled around. "Jesus, you scared me."
"Ain't Jesus. 'Least not last time I checked anyhow." The woman was bent nearly double, her face lined with age. To Rain she looked about a hundred. Her gnarled hands gripped the handle of a small battered suitcase, the sides decorated with giant orange flowers. "Well, don't just stand there gawping, missy. Help an old lady out."
Still baffled at having been taken by surprise, Rain let herself be pressed into service. The suitcase was surprisingly heavy. "You need a cart or something."
"Oh, pish. Why do I need one of those things when I've got a perfectly good suitcase? Waste not, want not, I always say. I'm Albie, by the way. Alberta Buck, it is, but everyone calls me Albie."
"Rain Mauri. Nice to meet you."
"Rain, huh? That's an unusual name. Were your parents hippies?"
Rain frowned. She had no idea what a "hippie" was. In fact, she had no idea who or what her parents had been. "No. I don't think so."
Albie hobbled down the walk, Rain trailing behind her. "How old are you then?"
"Twenty-eight."
"Hmm. You remember the Before?"
That was what some people called the time before the Dragon Wars: The Before. "No, not really." Rain remembered some things. She remembered riding in a car. She remembered a big yellow bird on TV. She remembered sticking her head in the freezer in a grocery store. The cold air made her skin tingle. But her memories of the Before were just little snap shots, more like dreams than anything.
"Maybe it's for the best," Albie said with a slight nod of her head. "I remember. I remember clear as day. Sometimes I wished I could forget. Horrible things, I seen. Horrible. Here we are."
They stopped in front of what looked like an old corner store. Paint was peeling from the cement walls and the cracked windows had been boarded up. It sure didn't look like anyone was home.
Albie gave a sharp rap on the door. After a moment Rain heard a slight shuffling sound inside then someone called out. "Who's there?"
"It's me, Hank. Brought us a visitor."
There were some more shuffling noises, a slight thunk, and then the door swung open. Inside it was dark and Rain's eyes were used to the bright sunlight. She hesitated. She hadn't survived this long by being stupid. No matter how nice Albie seemed, it could be a trap.
Rain hefted the suitcase with her left hand. Nice and heavy. Good weapon if it came down to it. Just in case, she slid her handgun out from where it nestled at the base of her spine. It was a small gun, but deadly. At least for humans.
"You first," she told Albie.
The old woman gave her a smile as if she knew exactly what Rain was thinking, then stepped through the doorway with Rain hot on her heels. The door slammed shut behind them.
"Hank, put that damn thing down before you shoot yourself in the foot," Albie snapped.
The man called Hank looked just about as old as Albie. Rain doubted he could even pull the trigger on the rusted out shotgun in his hands. And if he did, he'd probably blow himself up.
He slowly lowered the weapon and Rain breathed a sigh of relief. She'd have hated to shoot the old man.
"Rain, honey, I'd like you to meet my fool nephew Hank. Hank, this here's Rain Mauri. She's new in town. Be nice."
"Nephew?"
"My brother, Hank's daddy, was a good twenty years older than me. Here, you can put the suitcase up on the counter." Albie waved Rain over to what must have once been the shop's checkout counter. It appeared to have been converted into a bar. Shelves on the wall behind the counter were lined with neatly-stacked glasses and bottles in various colors and sizes, each one with its own handwritten label.
The stock shelves that once sat in the middle of the floor had been shoved against the walls and crammed with old books and board games. In the center of the room, mix matched tables and chairs filled the small area. Each table held an unlit hurricane lantern. The only light came from the lantern on the bar.
"Nice place," Rain said as she heaved the suitcase onto the counter. She meant it. The bar had a homey vibe like the pictures she'd seen of pubs from the Before.
"We like it." Hank stepped behind the counter and began lifting Mason jars full of brownish liquid out of the suitcase.
"Come, take a seat. Sit a spell." Albie waved her to a nearby table. "Bring us a drink, Hank."
"I take it you're the brew master?" Rain asked with a glance at the Mason jars.
"Sure am. Even Before. People used to laugh at the crazy lady who made her own home brew. Guess who's laughing now." She let out a cackle.
Hank brought two glasses full of the brownish liquid then returned to stocking the bar. "How long have you and Hank been running this place?"
"Oh, this was all Hank's idea. When the first big war started, we needed some place safe for people to hide. Just in case. This old store belonged to Hank's daddy, but it had been empty for years, so he turned it into a shelter. After," she shrugged, "it seemed as good a place as any to gather, have a drink. Share a laugh. Especially after the Marines." Her expression turned grim.
"Yeah, I know about the Marines. They've come to Sanctuary, my compound, more than once. Last time was a few days ago. They took things." She didn't mention Sutter's body. That was private.
"That's right." Albie nodded. "They take who and what they want. Never no mind about how the rest of us are gonna live. So, we did our best to make sure they never knew we were here."
"But you're just a few miles from their base."
She smiled. "Oh, yes. And more clever by half. They think this is a ghost town. And we like it that way."
Rain shook her head, amazed. For twenty-five years these people had been hiding on the Marines' very doorstep. She took a sip of home brew and nearly spit it back out again. It was so strong it burned her throat and made her eyes water.
"This is, ah, good stuff, Albie."
"Why, thank you dear." Albie gave her a contented smile.
"So, is it just you and Hank, then?"
"Oh, no. There are thirty of us left here. The rest will be by later. What about you? You said the Marines came to your compound."
Rain knew she'd have to give a little if she was going to get, but she still wasn't sure she could trust these people. So she altered the truth, a little. "Yes. I'm from Sanctuary. It's to the east of here about ten miles, I'd say." The compound was to the south, not the east. And it was more like fifteen miles. "There are forty-three of us living there. I've lived there most of my life."
"It's good to know there are other survivors," Hank spoke up. "Sometimes we forget we're not alone."
Albie nodded. "True. Very true. It's too bad we can't band together. But big settlements ..." her voice trailed off, but Rain knew what she meant. Big settlements drew the dragons. The more people there were, the harder it was to hide, to survive.
"Do you see the Marines often?"
"Not so much anymore. They came a few times in the beginning, didn't they Hank?"
Hank nodded. "Yep. That was back when most of the town was still here. We told people to hide, but they wouldn't listen. The Marines would show up, raid supplies, drag off a few people." He shook his head. "Military ain't supposed to act that way."
"True enough," Albie agreed. "True enough. Military's supposed to protect people. That's their job."
Rain frowned. It sure wasn't their job any more. Granted, they killed drags, but they were just as likely to kill people. Or steal from them.
"Why did they take people?" She wasn't ready to mention Sutter's body. Not just yet.
Hank shrugged as he stowed away the last of the Mason jars. "Who knows? The women, that was obvious. But they took men, too. Maybe there were some gay Marines?"
"Don't be ridiculous, Hank. They didn't take them for sex. They took them for experiments." Albie took a swallow of her brew. Rain noticed Albie's eyes didn't water. Must be acclimated.
"Them's just rumors, Albie. Silly ones at that." Hank poured himself a drink and joined them at the table. "Nobody could ever prove there were any experiments."
"Experiments?" Rain remembered what the dying man had told her and Sutter.
Albie leaned forward conspiratorially. "There were rumors back then that the Marines had scientists working on ways to enhance them so they could fight the dragons better. They needed extra people to experiment on."
"You mean like super soldiers?" Rain remembered Padre Pedro had once said they needed super soldiers to fight the dragons. Rain hadn't known what super soldiers were, so Padre Pedro had to explain. She still thought it was a bit strange. How could anyone create superpowers in a person? It was completely crazy.
Albie leaned back in her chair. "Super soldiers, yeah. That's right. They were trying to create super soldiers. Of course, like I said, it was rumor. Nobody could prove anything. They couldn't even create a super soldier Before, how could they possibly create one now?"
Rain sipped her drink carefully. Albie had a point. The people Before had all kinds of miraculous things: Machines, medicines, music. How could they possibly make anything like that now?
"Of course there's the Dragon Warriors."
Rain blinked. "The Dragon Warriors? What have they got to do with anything?"
Albie leaned forward, peering intently into Rain's eyes. "Not exactly normal, are they? Men strong enough to wield a diamond-edged blade and take down a dragon single-handed. Sounds like a super solider if you ask me."
Rain hadn't thought of the Warriors being super soldiers. The Marines had always insisted the Dragon Warriors were specially trained to fight the drags and that the reason there weren't many of them was the rarity of diamonds for their blades, not the rarity of trained men. Though the super soldier angle would explain things. Then again, what did any of that have to do with the Marines taking dead bodies?
She decided to bite the bullet. "What about bodies?"
The two elders exchanged a look. "Bodies?"
"Yeah. Did the Marines ever take dead bodies?"
There was a long pause.
"Well, now," Hank said at last, "Dave Dugan once claimed he'd seen a man killed by a dragon. He said the Marines showed up and bundled the man's body into a truck. Took off with it."
"Dave Dugan is a drunk and a liar," Albie said.
"True," Hank agreed. "But that's a pretty crazy thing to make up."
"They took the body of my friend," Rain said quietly. "He died in a dragon attack and the Marines took him."
The two stared at her for a minute. "Maybe Dave Dugan wasn't lying," Albie finally admitted.
"I need to find out what they're doing over there at that base. I won't have them experimenting on Sutter's body."
"Well, now, I don't know how you're going to do that." Hank shook his head. "The base is full of Marines, heavily guarded. No way they're gonna let you waltz in there."
"There's got to be a way ..." Rain was interrupted by a loud pounding on the door.
Hank hurried to open it and a teenage boy spilled into the room, eyes wide with panic. "Hurry," he gasped, "you gotta hide. The Marines are coming."



Chapter Six

There was a flurry of activity as Hank quickly locked and barred the door. The boy blew out the light on the bar then ducked behind it.
"Now keep real still," Albie whispered. "Don't make a sound."
Rain heard the familiar rumbling outside on the street. Marine unit humvees. Like the ones that had taken Sutter's body from the compound.
Her fists clenched and she had to consciously relax them. She wanted so badly to go after them. To beat the truth out of them, if necessary, but getting caught now wouldn't do anybody any good. Least of all Sutter.
The rumbling of the humvees continued. Sounded like at least four of them, maybe more. Not a usual patrol then. Something big.
Finally the engine noise faded. Rain heard what sounded like a rooster crow. She hadn't heard a rooster since she was a kid.
"That's the all clear." Hank spoke up from where he crouched with the boy behind the bar.
One of the lanterns flared to life sending eerie shadows dancing across Albie's face. "Good riddance, if you ask me. Damn Marines."
"Wasn't always that way, Albie. These ain't real Marines. Not like the old days." Hank poured himself a glass of moonshine. To Rain, his hand looked a little shaky.
"Don't I know it. Pour me some of that, too." Albie sank back into the chair next to Rain. "So you see that's how we survive. We make sure the town looks deserted and we hide right in their shadow. They pass through and never even know we're here, just inches away."
Rain shook her head. She couldn't imagine living that way, always fearing discovery. Bad enough hiding from the drags. But if the Marines really were taking people and using them for experiments, she could understand hiding from them.
The boy brought glasses for everyone before gulping his own drink down in one shot. He looked hardly more than fourteen.
"You old enough to be drinking?" El would never allow someone so young to imbibe.
"We figure if he's old enough to stand watch, he's old enough to drink. The old ways are long gone. No sense in them anymore." Hank tossed back his own beer and poured another.
Rain shrugged. "Fair enough. Now about the Marine base."
"You goin' to the base?" It was the first the boy had spoken since his dramatic entrance.
"Yeah. Why?"
"Well, now would be a good time. Looked like half the Marines cleared out in that convoy. Got to be low on guards. They even took their Warrior with them."
Her eyes widened. "They have a Dragon Warrior?" She'd never seen one with any of the envoys that had visited Sanctuary.
"Just one. Seen him some times." The boy slurped at his drink. "He only goes out when they hunt drags."
Rain supposed the Marines wouldn't waste a Warrior on a compound raid, super soldier or not. It was too bad, in a way. She'd have loved to have seen one up close.
"Guess that's my cue to get moving. Thanks for everything." She stood up.
Hank eyed her over the rim of his glass. "You sure you want to do this now?"
"Got no choice. They took my partner." His dead body. But that was beside the point.
"We can't help you once you leave this town, you understand that?" Albie's face was half hidden in shadow, but her voice held apology. "Our duty is to our people."
"I understand. Thanks for your hospitality. Hard to come by these days."
"You're welcome back any time." It wasn't too dark to catch Albie's smile. "Always nice to know there's still other human beings left in this screwed-up old world."
Amen to that. With a last look, Rain slipped out the door and disappeared down the dusty streets of Fossil.
***
The day Rain met Sutter was the first time he saved her life.
She couldn't have been more than five. Maybe six. She'd gotten outside the compound and Padre Pedro had sent the ten-year-old Sutter to find her. Ten was practically an adult in their world.
"Hey, princess. What you doin' out here all by yourself?" He'd wrapped his skinny boy arms around her, his dark skin rich against the paleness of her own. She thought he was pretty, even if he was a boy.
"Wanted to see the flowers." It was spring and a few wild flowers struggled through the earth laid bare by dragon fire.
"You shouldn't be out here, you know. Drags could get ya, then Padre Pedro would kick my ass. You want him kickin' my ass?"
She giggled at that. "No. You're nice."
He grinned. "Let's get back, okay?"
"'Kay." She'd taken his hand and let him lead her back toward the compound.
They were halfway there when she heard a sound that froze her in her tracks. The warning rattle of a rattlesnake. Dragons were the big danger of her small world, but a rattlesnake would kill you just as dead.
Sutter's voice was quiet. Calm. "You just be still now, princess. Don't move a muscle."
And she hadn't. She'd stood there frozen while the snake rattled its tail and hissed its warning.
Sutter reached slowly, slowly to the small of his back and pulled out his blade. Then with one smooth flick of the wrist, his knife whirled through the air taking the snake's head clean off.
That night they'd had snake for dinner. Padre Pedro claimed it tasted like chicken. Rain thought it tasted like snake.
And from then on Rain had been Sutter's shadow. And he'd been her hero.
***
Rain valiantly resisted the urge to sneeze. Barely.
She lay belly down in the dust beneath a scrawny juniper tree right at the edge of a decline. The juniper would provide some cover, should any of the Marines be watching. Fortunately, they didn't appear to be.
Below her, the Marine base sat smack-dab in the middle of a stretch of valley completely devoid of vegetation. Smart. Not only did that mean there was zero cover should anyone wish to sneak up on the base, it also meant the dragons couldn't set the surrounding countryside on fire. Hard to burn dirt.
Unlike the compound that made up Sanctuary, there was no fence, just a single cinder block building with a wide bay door sitting in the middle of nowhere. There were no other buildings. It appeared the entire base was below ground.
She scanned the valley. No humvees and nowhere for a Marine to hide. The surrounding hillsides, save the one she lay on, were too low and too far away from the base to do any good. Not even a sniper could pick someone off from that far. So, if there was one, he had to be somewhere on the hill with her.
Rain scooted out from under the tree, careful not to raise a dust cloud and give away her position. All she needed was some Marine breathing down her neck. She wanted to be the one breathing down his.
The surrounding countryside was pretty flat, hills notwithstanding, a few rocks and low shrubs. She scanned the entire area, but there wasn't so much as a glint of anything to give away position. If there was a Marine out there, he was damn good.
She slid her knife from her boot. The steel blade had been carbonized. No glint from her, either. Keeping as low as possible, she slipped through the underbrush, circling the flat hilltop.
He was on the other side of the hill, directly opposite where she'd been hiding. The buzz cut and faded military fatigues gave him away, as did the bulging muscles. Definitely a Marine.
Rain hesitated. He'd most likely been forced into service, probably as a teenager. They'd no doubt brainwashed him, too. That's what the Marines did.
The fact was that brainwashed or not, he'd shoot his own mother now if given the order. Rain couldn't risk exposure. Still, he didn't deserve to die. She slid the knife back in her boot, her hand searching for a new weapon. It closed around a good-sized rock.
She slipped up behind the Marine, feet silent against the rocky hillside. In one smooth movement she brought the rock down on his head. He crumpled to the ground.
She pressed her fingers to his throat as Padre Pedro had showed her. His pulse was steady. Hopefully, he'd be out long enough for her to get into the Marine base. Whether or not he'd raise the alarm once he woke was another matter. Unfortunately she had no way to tie him up and she dared not waste any more time.
A quick scan of the rest of the hilltop revealed he'd been the only lookout. Whatever they were up to, they'd left the base practically unguarded. Stupid, but no doubt they thought themselves safe. Everyone was afraid of the Marines.
Rain removed the Marine's camouflage jacket and slipped it over her own clothes before heading down the hill. No sense giving herself away if there were other eyes watching. Maybe the camo would fool them long enough.
She walked straight toward the single building, shoulders back, arms swinging, a slight swagger to her steps. When in doubt, Sutter used to say, pretend like you own the damn joint.
She swallowed hard. Sutter was dead. She was just bringing him home.
The bay door was shut tight. No way in she could see. No handle, nothing.
Rain stepped around the side of the small gray building. There she found a regular door. Looked like it had once been painted red, but dust storms had scoured it down so only a bit of reddish pink still clung to the steel.
The doorknob turned easily. Apparently the Marines weren't in the habit of locking doors. How on earth had they stayed in power so long?
Oh, yeah. Guns.
Inside the building was a typical garage bay. Except instead of having a flat cement floor ending at the back wall, the floor sloped down and disappeared underground like one of those old parking garages. So, that was how they kept the humvees out of sight.
She headed down the ramp, her eyes scanning for cameras. She'd never seen them herself, but Padre Pedro had once given her and Sutter a crash-course in Old Tech. Apparently the Marines could still get their hands on the stuff, so it paid to be aware.
She saw nothing but smooth walls painted gray. As she moved deeper down, it grew increasingly dark. In her own compound there were lights everywhere and plenty of niches with candles and strikers just in case the power went out.
Apparently the Marines didn't need lights. She supposed the lights on the humvees were enough. She finally resorted to hugging one wall as the track twisted down lower and lower into the earth.
Rain tried hard not to think about the darkness pressing against her eyelids. It wasn't that she was afraid of the dark. Just, uncomfortable with it.
Finally she spied light ahead. It was a dull yellow glow, but it was there.
The track spilled into a giant cavern large enough to house a dozen humvees. There were two of them parked in the space. Five had gone out through the town of Fossil, according to the boy, which meant the Marines only had seven.
Seven humvees to terrorize the world. Her part of it anyway.
Rain clenched her jaw. The world was terrorized enough by the drags. They didn't need the fucking Marines adding to it.
On the far side of the cavern was another steel door. This one was still bright red. She made a beeline straight for it.
Rain paused, hand on the doorknob. Anything could be on the other side of that door. There could be twenty Marines, weapons pointed at her head, for all she knew.
Rain took a deep breath, bracing for what she might find on the other side. Slowly, she turned the knob and swung the door open.



Chapter Seven

Nothing.
There was nothing on the other side of the red door but another dimly lit tunnel and more gray walls. No Marines with guns. No shrieking alarms. Nothing.
Rain trailed her fingers along the smooth walls. She kept her footsteps light. Down here any sound would echo like crazy. Last thing she wanted was a Marine platoon on her ass. They had to be down there somewhere.
The tunnel dead-ended at a blast door. Seven feet high, solid steel. No way in but a key pad to the side of the door.
"Damn," she whispered. She should have expected it. If this really was an old military installation, of course it would have some kind of security.
She gave the key pad a good once-over. Four of the numbers were nearly worn off their keys which meant those were the numbers in use. But in what sequence? And what would happen if she entered the wrong code?
Not to mention, what was waiting on the other side?
Strangely there were no cameras, though there was an old mount and some frayed wires where one had been. Maybe it didn't work anymore so they took it down. Or more likely they'd cannibalized it for parts.
She scanned the rest of the tunnel. Nothing. No other way in. She sighed and tilted her head back. Something caught her eye.
"Bingo."
There. In the ceiling just over the door was a grate. And no doubt behind that grate was some kind of air duct.
But how to get up there? The grate was way too high to reach on her own. Even if she dragged a ladder down here it would be a dead giveaway once the Marines returned.
Sudden inspiration sent her hustling back up the tunnel and into the parking bay. The Marines needed lots of equipment to fight the dragons. There had to be something useful in the humvees.
The parking bay was just as she'd left it: Quiet and dim. She headed toward the nearest humvee. It looked like it was in the middle of being repaired. Half its guts were laid out on the floor next to a set of worn tools.
She poked around in the interior. Nothing. Not so much as a scrap of paper let alone anything useful.
The second humvee was parked in the furthest corner of the bay. It had obviously been out of commission for quite some time. The wheels had been removed and replaced with cinder blocks, and a thick coat of dust covered the windshield. Someone had scrawled "wash me" in the dust.
Rain shook her head. Marines had an odd sense of humor, apparently. Who in their right mind would waste water washing a humvee?
She opened the humvee door, careful the hinges didn't squeak. The inside was as dusty as the outside.
The vehicle had been stripped clean. Rain nearly gave up before she spotted something under the driver's seat.
She snaked it out. It was a thin, blue nylon rope, faded with time. She smiled to herself. Now to find some kind of hook.
A poke through the assorted tools and motor parts on the floor turned up a random piece of metal that had a slight curve to it. She hefted it. Good balance. It ought to work.
She tucked it in her pocket along with a screwdriver then hurried back down the tunnel to the ceiling grate. She quickly tied one end of the rope around the metal piece then shrugged out of her "borrowed" Marine jacket and spread it on the floor under the grate. The tough fabric would hopefully minimize the noise of metal striking concrete should she miss.
Rain inhaled then tossed the metal piece at the grate. It took three tries before the makeshift hook caught. She tested her weight. The rope held.
Padre Pedro would have told her she should thank God. Padre Pedro was big on the One God. As far as Rain was concerned, if there was a god, he or she helped those who helped themselves.
She shimmied up the rope to the grate. It took all her effort and concentration to loosen the screws holding the grate to the ceiling without falling on her head. She had to stop and climb down the rope twice to give herself a break. By the time she was through, her muscles were shaking with fatigue.
Her reward was half the grate swinging down toward the floor. The other side where the rope was tied still hung in place by a couple of screws.
On her last trip down, she tied the jacket around her waist before starting back up the rope. She hauled herself over the lip of the hole and lay in the air duct, trying to get her strength back. She was exhausted and she hadn't even gotten into the base yet.
Shit, this breaking and entering was hard work.
She pulled the rope up through the hole and then pulled the grate back into place. She had to replace the screws on the inside. Hopefully no one would look at the ceiling and notice the grate screws were in backward.
Writhing on her belly like a snake, Rain inched her way through the air duct. It was hot, sticky work. It felt like she'd been in the duct for hours before she finally came to another grate.
She peered into some kind of office. There was a large desk and some filing cabinets. A man sat at the desk working on a strange-looking machine. His fingers flew over the buttons, his eyes fixed firmly on the flat, upright part of the machine.
Rain frowned. She'd seen those before, in old electronic stores. Padre Pedro said they were called "computers" and people had used them before the Wars for all sorts of clever things. Like writing letters and listening to music and finding out how to make bread. Rain had a feeling the man below wasn't trying to find out how to make bread.
She scooted further down the duct. The next grate opened into what looked like a locker room. It appeared empty. Even better, it was only a short drop to the top of the nearest locker.
Rain frowned at the grate. The screws were on the outside, which did no good, however it did seem a little loose. Someone had even stuck nuts on the duct side. Perhaps to keep it from falling open?
She smiled and loosened the nuts with nimble fingers. Sure enough, the grate pushed out easily.
Lowering it carefully to the top of the locker, Rain followed it down. Then she hopped to the floor. There was no way to replace the grate so she tucked it behind a bank of lockers. She could only pray nobody decided they needed a shower and discovered the gaping hole in the ceiling.
Cautiously moving toward the door, Rain peered out into the hallway. She was definitely inside the base, but the walls were still that god-awful gray. Back at the compound most of the walls were painted in bright murals or plastered with pages from old magazines and calendars. Anything to add color to the place and keep the gloom of living mostly underground at bay. Apparently the Marines lived for depression.
There were several doors along the hall, each one with a narrow window in it. Since there wasn't a soul in sight, Rain headed to the nearest door and peered in the window. The room was empty, but it looked like some kind of gathering room. Lots of chairs faced a large blackboard at the front of the room, not unlike the classroom back at Sanctuary. But why would Marines need a classroom? They weren't children.
The next door led into a storage room filled to bursting with canned goods. She'd bet most of the stuff was confiscated from civilian compounds. How many people had starved to death so the Marines had plenty?
Further down the hall there were a couple of offices and what looked like a recreational room, all empty. Still, Rain didn't let down her guard. There had to be somebody around here somewhere.
She finally found a door that led into yet another gloomy gray hall. More doors lined either side with their narrow little windows gleaming in the dim light. The place was spotless. Every inch scrubbed clean. Damn, the Marines were clean-freaks.
She finally found a door that led to what was obviously some sort of lab. The knob turned easily and she slid into the deserted room.
The lights were mostly off, probably to preserve energy. A couple very dim bulbs illuminated the place just enough so Rain could see where she was going. Everywhere was stainless steel polished to a shine. Worth more than gold nowadays. She figured if the Marines really were experimenting on dead bodies, this would be just the place to find them, and hopefully Sutter.
She frowned. There didn't seem to be any place to hide a body. All the cupboards had glass fronts so she could see the bottles and beakers inside. Even the cold storage units which hummed gently in the corner of the room had clear glass doors. Nothing even remotely body-like inside.
Then Rain noticed another door at the back of the room. She hurried over and slowly pushed it open, aware that anything could be lurking on the other side.
The room was pitch black. Not even a nightlight to give off ambient illumination. There was a switch on the wall, so Rain stepped into the room, quietly closing the door behind her.
The switch turned on the overhead lights. Unlike the ones in the hallway, these were a bright, hard white, sending shadows scurrying away.
Rain sucked in a breath. It was a morgue.
Rows of stainless steel doors lined two of the walls. She knew they'd hold drawers for dead bodies. She'd seen similar rooms during her tracking expeditions with Sutter. Some of them had been empty. Some of them were filled with the bones of the dead, the flesh long-since rotted away.
In the center of the room was an examination table along with a couple of strange contraptions. One looked like it belonged in a shower stall. The other appeared to have large light bulbs inside.
The table was empty, so Rain headed straight for the drawers. She slid out the nearest one. It came easily, revealing an empty slab.
One by one she slid the drawers out of the wall. One by one they proved empty. And then she slid out the last drawer.
On the slab lay a body so burned it was past recognition. Rain knew instantly it was Sutter.
"Oh, god, Sut. I'm so sorry." A tear trickled down Rain's face and she swiped at it angrily. Now was not the time to fall apart. She had to get Sutter's body and get the hell out of there. She'd made him a promise and she intended to keep it.
Rain quickly searched the cupboards for the body bags the Marines used to transport their dead. Crap. There wasn't anything. And she was certain there wasn't anything in the lab, either.
Other than searching the base top-to-bottom for a body bag, her only other option was to hit one of the sleeping quarters and steal a sheet. Since she didn't have time for a search, the sheet would have to do.
She slid the drawer holding Sutter's body back into the wall. Then she snapped off the lights and carefully opened the door to the lab.
She peered out the window into the hall. All clear, as far as she could tell, so she slipped into the hall and came face to face with the world's biggest Marine. Rain swallowed. Hard.
"You see, boys. I told you there was someone in my lab."
The scratchy voice came from behind her. Rain whirled around. Standing there with a smirk on his ugly, wrinkled face was what she could only assume was the scientist who belonged to the lab.
He wore a coat kind of thing that had once been white but was now a dingy gray liberally sprinkled with stains. His teeth when he smiled were a yellowish color, his breath foul, and his eyes behind thick glasses looked like bug's eyes. There were two more Marines behind him.
"Who are you?" she snarled.
"Oh, no, my dear. I think the question should be who are you? And what were you doing in my lab?"
Rain clenched her jaw. Nothing. She would tell them nothing. No matter what they did.
The scientist sighed. "Very well. Search her."
The big, beefy Marine she'd first run into grabbed her from behind and held her still while one of the others ran his hands all over her. Mostly in places his hands didn't need to go.
Rain just gritted her teeth and swore silent vengeance as his hands moved roughly over her breasts. When he started rubbing them up against her crotch, she felt justified in giving him a swift kick in the shins. He grinned at her, as though she amused him.
The Marine turned and shook his head at the scientist. She'd brought nothing with her just for this reason.
"Well, I don't suppose you're going to cooperate and tell us why you came here? To steal food, perhaps? Guns? You know they don't work on the dragons." The scientist leered at her, flashing his yellow teeth. "Maybe you just wanted to get some, eh?"
Rain wasn't sure exactly what he meant by "get some", but she was pretty sure she didn't want it. Especially not from him. She remained silent. Better to live to fight another day, as Padre Pedro often said.
"It doesn't matter," the man continued, shoving his hands in the pockets of his coat. "The important thing is you are here now and you will be a perfect subject for the next phase of my experiment. Or at least, I hope you will."
Rain swallowed hard. She didn't like the tone of his voice and she really didn't like the talk of experiments. Apparently drunk Dave Dugan had been right after all.
"What are you going to do to me?" she finally managed.
"Ah, she speaks! Nothing too invasive, my dear." He glanced at the hulking Marines. "And don't worry. I won't let them have you. I need you undamaged for my experiments. Of course if you prove unsatisfactory ... " He shrugged.
Rain didn't need him to finish. She knew exactly what would happen to her once the scientist got what he wanted.



Chapter Eight

Rain paced from one side of her cell to the other. It took all of six steps.
Damn. How could she have been so stupid? Getting caught like that. And by a mad scientist with yellow teeth, too. Seriously, she'd have kicked herself in her own ass if she could have reached it.
She wasn't about to become the lunatic's lab rat. She was even less inclined to play whore for the Marines. She had to escape from the base as soon as possible.
Her mind raced. The only definite way out was through the locker room. She didn't have time to find another way unless she absolutely had to.
She heard the scrape of the lock and the door swung open. It was the same Marine who'd groped her earlier. Without a word, Big n' Beefy motioned her to follow him.
"What? Don't you speak?"
He growled.
Well, that answered that. She meekly followed him out into the hall where she was met by the other two Marines who'd been with Big n' Beefy outside the lab.
She suddenly recalled a book Padre Pedro used to read to her when she was small. Something about Thing One and Thing Two. She barely held back a smile. No sense pissing off Big n' Beefy or The Things. They could pummel her into the ground before she had a chance to blink.
They led her up and down a series of halls each painted an identical dull gray color. It soon became obvious they were trying to confuse her with all the similarity. Except they'd passed through the same set of halls three times. One of the many identical doors had a scrape near the window revealing an undercoat of faded red. Rain struggled to keep a straight face. There was a reason she was a Tracker. She had an unerring sense of direction and an almost photographic memory.
The Marines finally stopped in front of a door and Big n' Beefy took her inside while Thing One and Thing Two took up positions outside. Damn. She'd hoped once she'd gotten to wherever they were going she'd have a chance to escape.
It turned out to be another lab. Only instead of stainless steel counters and glass-fronted cabinets this one had a white exam table with thick leather straps for tying down recalcitrant patients. Rain didn't like the look of it. Not one bit.
"Come, my dear." It was the scientist she'd run into earlier. "We have work to do. Won't you climb up here on my table."
"I don't think so."
He smiled. "Oh, but I do."
She tried to resist, but Big n' Beefy was three times her size. He easily manhandled her over to the table and strapped her down.
"You see, my dear. Resistance is futile." He laughed a little like he'd made some kind of joke.
"Fuck you." She struggled against the straps, but it was no good. They held fast.
"Language, my dear. Even in this abominable wasteland, a young lady shouldn't use such words. It's quite vulgar. Now," he peered over his glasses at her, "are you in good health?"
Rain blinked. "What?"
He sighed heavily. "Have you been ill recently? Are you pregnant? Do you have any genetic conditions?"
"No, not that it's any of your business."
"Ah, but it is my business. We don't want to skew the results now, do we?" He busied himself at the counter which stretched along one wall.
She frowned. "I have no idea what you're talking about. Who are you anyway?"
He turned from the counter and whatever he'd been messing around with. "Oh, dear. I have been woefully remiss, haven't I? I am Dr. Barnes. I guess you could say I'm the Chief Scientist of this little ..." He waved his hand around as though to indicate the base at large. "Slice of heaven."
Rain was pretty sure this hell hole had nothing to do with heaven, but she bit her tongue. "What do you want me for?"
"To see if you're suitable, of course."
"For what?" she ground out.
He laughed again and there was an edge of crazy to it. "Let's just say we could be witnessing the birth of the future. The endless possibilities of the human condition. I don't want to give away all my secrets. Listening ears, you know." He whirled his finger around in the air.
Rain had no idea what he was talking about, and she wasn't sure she wanted to know. Dr. Barnes didn't exactly strike her as sane.
She glanced at Big n' Beefy. He stood stiffly at attention, face impassive as a stone. No help there.
Barnes finished whatever he was doing and hustled over to the table where she lay. "Now, let's see what we have here."
"Is that a needle?"
"Of course, my dear. How else do you expect me to draw blood?" He chuckled as though he found her funny.
"Why do you want my blood?" No good would come of it. She was sure of that.
"You do ask a lot of questions, don't you?" Though his voice remained jovial, there was a thread of warning underneath. Dr. Barnes was losing his patience.
Rain flinched as the needle went into her arm and bright red blood flowed into the little tube. She really, really didn't like Barnes having her blood. It was like the drags. Once they scented you, they'd follow you forever. She'd just bet Barnes was the same. He reminded her of a reptile. A wrinkly, ugly old reptile with bug eyes.
"There now. That wasn't so bad, was it?" Barnes withdrew the needle from her arm. A drop of ruby red blood dripped off the end of the syringe and splatted on the floor. Barnes ignored it. "Now hold this down ... oh, dear. You can't, can you?" He stood there with a ball of fluffy stuff in one hand and the needle in the other looking baffled. It was all Rain could do not to roll her eyes.
"Lee. Press this over the puncture until the bleeding stops." Barnes thrust the fluffy stuff at Big n' Beefy and scurried back to the counter with his tube of blood.
So, Big n' Beefy's name was Lee. Huh. She wondered if it was his first name or his last name. Not that it mattered.
Lee, face still devoid of expression, placed the fluff on her arm right over the puncture mark. He stood there with his finger pressing against her flesh until Barnes glanced over. "That's quite enough, Lee. Put a bandage on it. She'll be fine." He turned back to his work.
Rain watched in amusement as Lee took a tiny bit of folded cloth and laid it over the mark on her arm. Then he took two long strips of cloth and carefully wrapped them around her arm to hold the bandage down before tying them off.
"Thanks, Lee." Maybe getting a little personal with the man would help her cause. Then again, maybe not. Lee returned to his station against the wall without so much as acknowledging her presence.
"It's no good, you know."
Rain glanced over at Barnes. "What's no good?"
"Trying to win his sympathy."
"Why's that?"
He glanced at her over his shoulder. "He doesn't have any. Part of the training program. Emotions are the first to go. He doesn't talk. Doesn't feel. I'm not entirely sure he thinks. Typical Marine." His voice held just a hint of derision.
Rain glanced over at Lee. The man hadn't even flinched at Barnes's scathing comments. "Somebody has to tell them what to do." She was thinking of Smith, the lead Marine who'd come to the compound. The one who'd taken Sutter's body. He'd spoken. That was for sure. And he'd definitely had emotions.
"There's a hierarchy, of course. Isn't there always?"
That was what she'd figured. Lee was obviously at the bottom of the food chain.
"Now, let's see what we have here." Barnes fiddled with a strange-looking machine before pressing his eyes against what looked like a pair of binocs, except he was looking down at the top of the counter. Rain frowned. What on earth was he doing?
"Very bad news, I'm afraid." Barnes sat back and shook his head. "Very disappointing."
"What? What is it?"
He turned on his stool to face her. "I'm afraid that you are entirely unsuitable."
"Unsuitable for what?"
He ignored her. "Such a pity. I had hoped that your DNA would be compatible. But you'd never survive transition. Ah, well." He slapped his hands on his knees and stood. "Lee, take her back to the brig. As soon as the other platoons return, she's all yours."
He turned back toward his machine. As far as he was concerned, she no longer existed.
For the first time Lee's face held expression. Hunger.
***
Rain knew exactly what that hunger in Lee's eyes meant. And while she could deal with having to spread her legs for Lee if it meant survival, on a Marine base it was doubtful he'd be alone. Gang rape by a platoon of Marines was not something she was sure she could survive.
As Lee led her toward the door, one meaty fist gripping her upper arm, Rain noticed one of the drawers along the counter stood open. Inside were several pre-filled syringes, their needles neatly capped. She had no idea what was in them, but they were better than nothing.
Fortunately the drawer was the one closest to the door. She had one shot at this. Just one.
She stumbled, sinking her weight into the big Marine. His grip loosened and she staggered away as though trying to escape. With Lee focused on grabbing her and Dr. Barnes studiously ignoring them, Rain was able to snake her hand into the drawer and grab one of the syringes. She slid it quickly into her pocket just as Lee got a good grip on her arm and yanked her toward the door. She was definitely going to have a bruise.
He marched her quickly back down the hall, Thing One and Thing Two hot on their heels. This time they didn't bother trying to confuse her. Lee just hauled her ass straight for the brig.
A few steps away from her cell door Lee spoke for the first time. His voice was low and scratchy as though he hardly used it. "Doc said she's ours."
Thing One immediately began removing his belt. Lee turned around and smacked him alongside the head. "After the others return. We're still on duty. I get her first." He threw Rain into the cell so hard she crashed into the opposite wall. Then he slammed the door.
Rain scrambled to her feet and hauled ass back to the window. She was just in time to see Lee and Thing Two disappear from view. They'd left Thing One guarding her door. Excellent.
She might just have half a chance against one Marine. She was smarter and she was armed. Sort of. But she couldn't wait long. The other platoons were due back any minute. Once they returned, she was fucked. Literally.
A quick glance around the cell revealed nothing useful. Rain's brain worked furiously. She had one shot at this, so she really hoped Thing One was as dumb and desperate as he looked.
After casting a quick look at the window to make sure Thing One wasn't watching, she laid down on the floor and curled herself into a ball. She took the syringe out of her pocket and removed the cap, then hid it against her body, careful not to prick herself. No telling what the fluid inside would do to her. For all she knew it was harmless.
Then she let out a scream.
Thing One came charging in to the sight of her rolling around on the floor, writhing in agony. He hesitated.
"Help me," she gasped. Then let out another shriek. "I think Barnes did something to me. I think I'm dying." She moaned and thrashed some more before letting her body go limp as though she'd passed out.
Thing One knelt on the floor beside her, panic written across his face. As he leaned down to check on her she sat up and stabbed him in the neck with the needle, plunging the fluid into his veins.
He gaped at her, his eyes going wide before he crashed to the floor like a dead tree. For a moment she stared at him in shock. Then she pressed her ear to his chest. His heart was still thumping away, but the Marine was definitely out for the count.
"Shit. What was in that thing?" Rain stumbled to her feet. She had no time to worry about Thing One, nor did she care. She had to get the hell out of Dodge while she still could.
She darted out into the hall. Fortunately it was still empty. She made straight for the locker room as fast as she could, only stopping to peer around corners so she wouldn't walk right into a returning platoon.
Unfortunately, there was someone else already in the locker room.
"What the fuck? Hey, what are you doing here? Who the hell are you?"
Rain didn't recognize the Marine who came storming out of the showers buck-naked. All she knew was she had to shut him up. Quick.
She gave him a big smile and walked straight at him, sashaying her hips like she'd seen some of the women at Sanctuary do when they were trying to get a man's attention. The Marine hesitated, obviously unused to smiling women in his locker room. Then with one quick movement she planted her booted foot right in his groin.
He doubled over with a grunt and she slammed her knee up into his face. Something crunched against her kneecap and a spurt of blood sprayed across her pants. Just what she needed, more stains.
With the Marine curled up in a fetal ball on the floor, Rain hauled herself up on top the lockers and hoisted herself into the air duct. This time she pulled the grate up behind her and screwed the nuts back down. Since the Marine hadn't seen where she'd gone, it would hopefully take them a while to figure it out.
She scurried back down the duct toward her entry point. There was only one problem: The Marine platoons had returned and were standing directly under the grate in front of the first set of blast doors to the base. There was no way out.



Chapter Nine

Rain peered through the grillwork. Below her were at least a dozen muscular men, loaded for dragon hunting. They were dirty, bloody, and exhausted, but they were still Marines. And with them standing directly under her escape route, there was no way out of the base. Maybe she could wait until they'd gone.
"Damn, I'm wrecked." One of the Marines slumped against the wall, his face lined with exhaustion.
"At least we're not on humvee duty. Sarge is pissed enough we lost one. Shit, they'll be in there cleaning the fuckers for hours."
Well, that settled that. Even once these Marines disappeared into the base, the parking bay was still full of them. There was no way she was sitting around in the stupid air duct for hours.
A new Marine strode into view. The string of cuss words out of his mouth was enough to startle even Rain who was well used to cussing a blue streak.
"What are you fucking idiots doing standing there? You need me to wipe your fucking asses?"
"No, Sarge. Just protocol, you know." One of the Marines piped up.
The Sarge glared at him. "When I want your opinion I'll ask for it. Got that, Marine?"
"Yes, sir."
"Don't know why my Warrior had to go and get himself fucked along with half a fucking platoon. What do I got left? A bunch of damn pussies ... " his voice trailed off as he punched in the door code and strode through down the hall, the rest of the Marines on his tail.
So, they'd lost men out there. Even a Dragon Warrior, from the sounds of it. Like most people, Rain had never been entirely sure they existed, though Sutter had claimed he'd seen one a few years back. Complete with diamond-edged blade, the only thing that could slice through dragon hide.
Rain shoved thoughts of Sutter aside. She felt guilty enough she had to leave his body behind for Barnes to do god knew what with it. She did a little silent cussing of her own.
Back to the subject at hand. Escape.
She couldn't get out through the bay, but she figured there had to be another way out of the base. They had to pump air in from somewhere. That meant there must be a vent to the surface.
Turning around she headed back down the duct until she came to the next junction. Without knowledge of the layout, she could easily spend all day wandering around lost. She needed a plan. She needed to be smart.
She licked her finger and held it up at the junction. There was the faintest of breezes. Right. It came from the right.
Continuing down the right duct, Rain wormed her way through the system. It was slow work. The duct was so low she could only squirm on her belly using her arms to pull herself forward. And she was constantly aware of the need for silence. The slightest sound could give her position away. She'd have a Marine platoon on her ass in seconds.
She continued through the ductwork, stopping at each junction for the finger test. Slowly she worked her way deeper and deeper into the base. Maybe this hadn't been such a good idea after all.
At last she came to a dead end. A grate lay straight in front of her. And on the other side of the grate?
Nothing.
All she could see was immense blackness, but she could feel wind on her face, smell fresh air. There must be some sort of air shaft on the other side of that grate. And an air shaft had to lead to the surface.
Rain tested the grate. It was screwed down tight. Not a bit of give. No amount of pushing with her hands made any difference and she didn't have any tools. The Marines had taken her screwdriver.
Her legs were far more powerful than her arms, but there was no way she could turn around in the tight duct. Only one option left.
She wormed her way backward down the way she'd come until she reached the closest junction. It took some doing, but she managed to get herself flipped around so she was headed back down the duct feet first.
It seemed to take hours and by the time she got back to the grate, her muscles were burning and sweat was dripping off her body. Maybe she should have just waited for the Marines to leave the bay. It was too late now. And anyway, they most likely would have left someone guarding the bay. She'd have never gotten out unseen. Rain allowed herself to rest for a few minutes before turning her attention to the grate.
The first kick did nothing. She just didn't have enough leverage. She needed to get the grate off quick. There was no telling how far the sound traveled. The Marines could be on their way already, for all she knew.
Rain scooted forward a bit more, curled her legs up, and then kicked out as hard as she could. This time the grate loosened. Another kick and one of the screws snapped off. A couple more kicks and the grate fell away into the darkness. She didn't even hear a clank which meant the bottom was a long way down.
Now she had a problem. She'd gotten the grate off, but since she was feet first, she had no way of knowing what was in the shaft. It wasn't like she could use her hands to feel around for a ladder or whatever, yet scooting back down to the junction would take ages. Not to mention energy she didn't have.
Logic dictated that there was some way to climb up and down the shaft. Whoever built the place had to have a way in and out. Not to mention a way to conduct maintenance.
Rain carefully scooted forward until she could get her feet and calves over the edge of the duct. She kicked back gently until her boot connected with the wall of the shaft, then she moved her foot around. Back and forth, up and down, trying to find something, anything, that would indicate there was a ladder of some sort.
Nothing.
Growling in frustration, she shifted so she could feel first the left side, then the right. Finally her foot connected with some kind of protrusion. That had to be it.
Rain rolled over onto her stomach and scooted a little further down so her legs were hanging over empty space, her butt sticking up in the air, her hands braced against the wall of the duct on either side of her. Dear god, she hoped she was right. Otherwise she was totally fucked.
Her right foot scrabbled for purchase, finally connecting with what was definitely some kind of step or rung. Foot firmly in place, she scooted back a little further so she could tuck her left knee up and wedge it against the side of the duct. Next came the tricky part.
She tucked her right foot down under the rung, wedging it in good. Hopefully it would prevent her joining the grate at the bottom of the shaft should she miscalculate.
Scooting back a little further, Rain reached out with her right hand, feeling up and down the wall of the shaft until her hand hit another rung. Holding on tight she un-tucked her foot and planted it firmly onto the rung. Then she swung the rest of her body out into space.
For a moment she hung there, suspended over nothingness. Then she grabbed onto the rung with her left hand. Breathing hard, she hung on for a moment before slowly, slowly feeling her way to the next rung and the next. All the way to the top.
***
Rain had no idea how long she'd been in the shaft. It seemed like days. Years, maybe. One minute she was climbing in the pitch black, and the next she realized she could just make out the pale blur of her hands on the rung in front of her.
She glanced up to see a slice of daylight. "Thank you," she breathed fervently to whoever was listening.
The glimpse of freedom gave her the boost she needed to keep going. Energy renewed, she picked up speed until she finally reached the top. And another grate.
"What is it with grates in this place?"
On the off chance, she pressed her palm against the grate and gave it a shove. The grate opened fairly easily, though the hinges gave a small squeak of protest and flakes of rust rained down on her head. Smiling, Rain heaved the grate all the way back and climbed out of the shaft, sprawling face first onto the dirt.
Every muscle in her body was twitching and shaking. Beyond overworked. Beyond exhausted.
Staggering to her feet, she dropped the gate back into place and took stock of her surroundings. The exit to the shaft lay not in the valley, but on the hillside. No wonder it had taken ages to climb.
The grate was nicely concealed from view and from the elements by a large boulder, several scrubby low bushes, and a stunted juniper. It was only a few feet from where she'd been hiding earlier.
Rain almost laughed. If she'd only known she could have avoided the tromp across the valley and the risk of exposure, not to mention cracking the Marine over the head.
She crouched behind a rocky outcrop and checked out the base below. It was a hive of activity.
Marines were milling around, combing the surrounding valley. Obviously they were looking for her tracks. She wished them luck with that. There weren't any tracks to find.
Two humvees shot out of the parking bay and took off in different directions. One headed toward Fossil and the other headed north. Damn. Not good. Her options were limited to one. And without so much as a bottle of water, the chances of surviving were slim. Still, she'd rather give up the ghost than return to the tender mercies of Barnes and Lee.
With one last glance back at the base, she squared her shoulders and headed into the desert.
***
The sun had reached its zenith and had begun a slow slide down the sky when Rain stumbled on to the still smoking ruins of the humvee. The ground was littered with the bodies of dead Marines. At least a half dozen. Maybe more. It was hard to tell. They were mostly burned lumps of meat, barely recognizable as human.
Rain could tell she was dehydrated. Her vision was starting to blur and her mouth felt like it was stuffed full of wool.
She glanced over what was left of the bodies, but if any of their kit had survived, it had been stripped. She staggered over to the humvee and carefully touched the hood. It was hot, but not dangerously so. The paint had been completely burned off and the interior of the vehicle was nothing but a smoking ruin. Rain could only hope what she needed inside the humvee was still intact.
She popped the hood and gave the coolant reservoir a slight jiggle. A small bit of liquid sloshed inside. How it had survived dragon attack and blistering heat was beyond her guess and frankly she didn't give a damn. She just wanted the water.
She managed to detach the reservoir and pull it out of the engine. There was only about an inch of water on the bottom and it was almost hot enough for coffee, but it would have to do.
She took careful sips of the hot water, letting it sit on her tongue before swallowing it down. It tasted disgusting, like motor oil and hot metal, but it would keep her alive and that was all that mattered.
She eyeballed the sun's position in the sky before scanning the surrounding terrain. She was no more than a couple hours from the compound. Thank goodness for that. She could use a drink, a bath and about twelve hours sleep.
That was when she heard it. What sounded like a moan. She whirled toward the sound. Nothing moved.
She frowned. She was sure she'd heard ... there it was again. She moved toward the sound.
She checked each of the bodies more carefully. Dead. Definitely dead. No way around that. Half of them were burned to a crisp and the other half ... she stumbled to a halt.
One of the bodies lay twisted on the ground, covered in soot and blood. He looked dead except for one thing. A pair of bright, blue eyes stared back at her.



Chapter Ten

With a grunt, Rain dragged the injured man toward the tiny patch of shade next to the humvee. She managed to move him about half a foot.
"You weigh a ton. You know that?"
He didn't answer. He'd passed out the minute she'd tried to move him. She couldn't blame him. The pain had to be excruciating.
Normally she wouldn't have bothered, but he wouldn't last if she left him lying in the sun. She had no more than a swallow of water left to give him. Nothing to cover him with. His only chance of survival was to leave him in the shade of the humvee and keep her fingers crossed while she ran for help.
She finally got him dragged into the shade and paused for a breather. "You owe me, you know." She glanced down at the unconscious man. His features were impossible to make out under the layer of gunk, but the memory of his brilliant blue eyes was burned into her brain.
"You are an idiot, Rain Mauri," she mumbled to herself. He was a Marine, for god's sake, and she was saving his ass because of a pair of pretty blue eyes. Idiot didn't half cover it.
Hauling herself to her feet she headed back to where she'd found him. Next to the dark stain of his blood lay a long, flat object made of what looked like dragon hide. She frowned and scooped it up.
The shape was similar to a knife scabbard but much longer. What was obviously a handle poked out of one end, so she grabbed it and pulled.
With a gasp she held the object up to the light. It was a sword. But not an ordinary sword. The edges of the blade glittered like a thousand diamonds.
Diamonds. The only material on earth that could cut through dragon hide.
She turned to stare at the Marine slumped in the shade of the humvee. No ordinary Marine, then. The man was a Dragon Warrior.
***
Rain's mind was still buzzing as she reached the gates to the compound. A Dragon Warrior. A real, honest to god, Dragon Warrior. Elan was never going to believe it.
The Turrow brothers were guarding the gates, their platinum blond hair hidden under grimy caps. The rifles strapped across their backs were pretty much useless against the drags. Still, all lookouts at Sanctuary were required to carry them.
"Hey, boys. Know where El is?"
"Where ya think?" Thirteen-year-old Joey Turrow's cocky answer earned him a slap upside the head from his older brother.
"Respect. She's Tracker." Billy Turrow was fifteen and far more mature than most men Rain knew. Probably because he'd been the only thing to stand between his younger brother and death for nearly a decade before they joined the compound. "Sorry, Rain. Haven't seen El this morning. You might check with Padre Pedro. He's over babying his tomatoes again."
"Thanks, Billy."
"Will."
"What?" She squinted up at him.
"It's Will, ma'am."
So the kid was growing up. "Fair enough. Thanks, Will."
The compound had several small patches of garden scattered anywhere something might grow. Even where the ground wasn't viable Padre Pedro had lined up buckets and barrels and anything else that would hold dirt in order to coax a few more plants into growing. Thanks to Padre Pedro, they wouldn't run out of vegetables any time soon.
She found him on the far side of the compound crouched among his precious tomato plants carefully dripping water onto their roots. She could see his mouth moving and wondered if he was praying or talking to the plants. Knowing Padre Pedro, probably a little of both.
"Padre." She kept her voice soft.
The priest glanced up, his weathered face creased in smiles. "Rain, my dear." He slowly heaved himself up off the ground after a final word at the plants. He strode toward her, his posture and swiftness belying his age.
Rain had no idea exactly how old Padre Pedro was, but she knew he'd already been well established in the priesthood when the Wars began. That had been over twenty-five years ago. He was still built like an ox, though, and just as strong.
She smiled as he enveloped her in a hug. Padre Pedro was the closest thing to an actual father she'd ever had. "I have missed you," he said, setting her back. "Did you find him?"
"I did, but I wasn't able to take him with me."
He sighed and closed his eyes. "All things for a reason."
"Even drags?" she said wryly. It was an ongoing argument with them.
"Even drags."
She shook her head. "Have you seen El? I need his help."
Padre Pedro frowned. "Elan has been inebriated even more than usual these days. I'm afraid he won't be of much help."
"How the hel ..." she paused, glancing at Padre Pedro. He didn't appreciate her foul language. "How does he expect to govern anything if he's drunk half the dang time?"
"Grief does strange things to a man, you know that. Women have always been the stronger sex."
Rain smirked at that.
"Tell me, child. Maybe I can be of help, though I'm an old man."
She rolled her eyes. "Give me a break."
He laughed.
"I found someone. Out in the desert. Badly injured but still alive. We need to get him back to the compound if he's to survive." She stopped and faced Padre Pedro. "He's a Dragon Warrior."
Padre Pedro's eyes widened. "A Dragon Warrior? I haven't seen one of those in nearly a decade. Are you sure?"
"I saw his sword."
"Diamond-edged blade?"
She nodded.
"My goodness. Talk about a miracle." He stroked his chin, deep in thought.
Rain didn't rush him. It was his process. But she did note that the sun was sinking lower in the sky. They didn't have much time.
"Very well, you go gather supplies and I will have the boys bring out one of the carts. We meet at the gates in fifteen minutes." The Padre's voice was brisk. She'd often wondered why he didn't lead them instead of El, but Padre Pedro had never been one to seek leadership, though others would have given it to him gladly. He preferred his tomatoes.
Rain nodded and hurried toward the living area of the compound while Padre Pedro strode toward the garages. She took the stairs down two at a time. Every minute that passed meant a minute closer to dark. And dark was when the drags came. They couldn't afford to be out of the compound then.
Rain grabbed her tracking satchel from her room before hitting the store rooms. As a Tracker she could take anything from store she felt was necessary for her mission.
She grabbed some pre-filled water bottles, bandages, and alcohol. Then she hit the armory for weapons. There wasn't much that would kill a drag, but she grabbed a side arm. It wouldn't work against drags, but it would be effective should they run into bandits. Or Marines.
She hesitated at the door, then turned and grabbed one of the grenades. Just in case. Maybe she'd get lucky twice.
***
Padre Pedro had one of the small handcarts and was waiting at the gate. The carts were usually used by gatherers to haul back to the compound useful items the Trackers had found, but they were large enough to haul an injured man.
She hoped the Dragon Warrior would prove just as useful. The compound could use a good fighter. If she could convince him to quit the Marines. She had no idea how to go about doing that or if it were even possible. Warriors were myths. Legends. Fairy tales made up to give people hope.
Obviously, sometimes the fairy tales were true.
The sun was still hot and brutal as they headed into the desert, but Rain knew they were fast running out of time. It would be a race against the sun to get the Warrior back to the compound before the dragons came out.
She and Padre Pedro spoke little as she led them at a brisk pace toward the spot where she'd left the injured Warrior. She hurried over to where he lay in the shadow of the burned-out humvee. Though unconscious, his pulse was still strong.
"So, this is the lad." Padre Pedro knelt beside her. "Looks a little worse for wear." He pressed his own fingers against the Warrior's throat. "Pulse is good. We definitely need to get him back to Sanctuary."
"I'll get the cart." She wheeled it closer and the two of them struggled under the Warrior's massive weight until they were able to get him loaded into the cart.
Though he moaned in pain, the Warrior didn't regain consciousness. Rain poured a little water into his mouth.
"He swallowed it. That's good," Padre Pedro said.
"Should I give him alcohol? For the pain?"
Padre Pedro shook his head. "It will just dehydrate him. If he wakes up we can give him some, but let's leave it for now." He glanced at the sky. "We better get moving. It's nearly sunset."
Rain nodded as Padre Pedro moved to the back of the cart. She took up the handles at the front of the cart and began pulling it while Padre Pedro pushed. Despite the fact it was one of their lightest carts, the weight of the Warrior made it hard going. They had to pause for several breaks.
They were less than a mile from the compound when Rain heard it. The shriek of a dragon who'd spotted its next meal.
***
"That's not possible." Padre Pedro stood beside her, squinting against the setting sun. "The dragons don't come out until full dark."
"They prefer full dark, but sometimes they'll come out at twilight," Rain said.
"But it's sunset."
"Yes." It was way too early for a drag to be out. And hunting, no less. Still there was no use arguing facts. They could both see it plain as day, flying toward them much faster than either of them could run.
"We won't be able to make the compound." Padre Pedro's voice was grim.
"No. We make our stand here." It was as good a place as any.
"That pistol isn't going to work against a dragon, Rain."
"No." She smiled a little. "This might, though." She pulled out the grenade and handed it to the Padre.
"This is what you used to kill the dragon at the compound."
She nodded. "I tossed one down its throat. Only problem is they tend to explode." And kill anyone nearby in the process. "Fortunately, we also have this." She slid the Warrior's sword from its sheath. The diamond edge turned ruby red in the dying light.
"A dragon blade? But you don't know how to wield that."
She shrugged. "How hard can it be, Padre? It's a blade. I'm a Tracker." Trackers and blades went together like ... well, two things that went together. Sutter had been a genius with a blade.
Rain pushed the thought aside along with the accompanying pain. She'd need all her concentration to fight the drag. The dragon blade was ridiculously heavy, thanks to the folded steel and diamonds. Every movement would have to count.
"Here it comes." She saw Padre Pedro's hand tighten around the grenade.
"You know how to use that thing?"
He smiled at her, the skin around his eyes crinkling. "I may be a man of peace, Rain. But this isn't my first rodeo."
Whatever that meant.
Rain turned back to the dragon rapidly drawing closer. Her own fingers tightened around the hilt of the dragon blade. This was a fight she had no intention of losing.



Chapter Eleven

The dragon swooped down out of the sky, strafing the ground with fire as it went. Rain sprang to one side, the heavy sword slipping out of her grasp.
She noticed Padre Pedro had somehow hauled the Warrior off the cart and managed to roll them both underneath it. She wasn't sure the thin metal floor of the cart would give them much protection against dragon fire, but it was the only place to hide. The drag had caught them out in the open.
At sunset.
She frowned, but didn't have time to contemplate the ramifications as she lunged for the dragon blade. The drag was coming around for another pass. This time there wasn't any fire. Apparently it hadn't had time to recharge.
Rain let the dragon get in close before dodging out of the reach of its claws and teeth. She managed to take a swipe at the beast with the sword, but she wasn't fast enough and it only opened a shallow cut along the drag's flank.
The dragon screamed in rage, wheeling toward Rain. Dark red blood seeped down its side from the cut. Great. All she'd done was piss the thing off.
A little spurt of fire barely missed turning Rain from blond to bald as she ducked out of the way. She thrust up with the sword just as the dragon passed over her, the diamond edged blade catching the drag full in the stomach, ripping open the soft underbelly.
Blood and guts spilled from the open wound, splatting on the ground. The dragon shrieked as it tumbled over and over. It crashed to the ground and lay there, twitching a little.
Covered in a fine mist of dragon blood, Rain stomped over to where the drag lay. Impossibly, it was still alive. Though barely.
It was a small one. About the size of an elephant. Rain had seen one of those roaming through the streets of some town or other when she was a kid. Padre Pedro had said it probably escaped from the zoo when the dragons attacked. She wondered vaguely if there were any elephants still alive or if the drags had got them all. She'd like to see an elephant again.
Reaching the dragon's side she lifted the Warrior's dragon blade as high as she could then stabbed it down through the drag's skull. The diamond blade parted hide and skull and brain like butter. The beast stopped twitching.
She wasn't sure how long she stood there before she realized Padre Pedro was beside her. "Well done, Rain. That thing would have had us for sure."
"I got lucky."
"Luck had nothing to do with it my dear. You used your training and your intelligence to overcome this beast."
She shook her head. "Maybe, but I wouldn't have been able to defeat a full grown drag. Nor one out at full dark. Without the sword, I'm not sure I could have killed it at all."
"Then Providence was definitely with us this day." Padre Pedro made the sign of the cross.
"Why didn't Providence make sure the damn drag was asleep until we made it back to Sanctuary?"
He sighed and shrugged. "The Lord works in mysterious ways."
"Uh huh."
She and Padre Pedro managed to wrangle the massive Warrior back onto the cart. They were both breathing heavily by the time they were done.
"What do they feed those damn Marines? He's nearly as big as the drag." Rain shoved strands of sweat-soaked hair back out of her face.
"He's certainly bigger than any Marine I've ever seen," Padre Pedro agreed. He was bent over, trying to catch a breath. "He would have made a great football player in the Before."
"Better get moving before we've got more of those things on us. Don't think I can kill another one."
Padre Pedro nodded. Together they got the cart rolling and headed toward home.
***
"How is he?"
It was the third time Rain had asked that question in as many hours. She'd been stopping by to check on the Warrior every hour for the last three days.
She and Padre Pedro had made it back to the compound just after full dark. They'd left the Warrior in the capable hands of Clara Davis. Clara had been a young woman studying nursing at college before the Dragon Wars. Now she was the closest thing they had to a doctor.
Clara looked up from some medical text or other. She was always reading medical texts or practicing stitches. She said it was to keep her mind sharp and her hand steady.
"The same. Unconscious, but stable. His breathing, heart rate, all good."
"Are you sure he'll wake up?"
Clara sighed and closed her book. "As sure as I can be. Even before the Wars, we didn't know much about the human brain. Like I told you before, most of his wounds are superficial. The deeper lacerations are healing nicely. There is no infection. Now it's down to his brain healing itself. There is nothing more I can do." She turned back to her book.
"I'll just ... look in on him."
"Suit yourself."
Rain slipped into what Clara called "the ward." It was a small room with just four beds. The Warrior was on the bed in the back corner. He was so big his feet hung off the end of the bed. Someone, probably Clara, had put a chair with a pillow on it under his feet.
She pulled up a stool and sank down next to the bed. He really was massive. She figured he had to be around 6'4" or so and broad as a barn. Not an ounce of fat on him, either. He truly was a marvelous figure of a man. She'd never seen his like.
Her eyes roamed across his body, appreciating the sheer maleness of him. For the first time Rain saw the Warrior's face free of blood and soot. What she saw froze her blood.
"No way."
She leaped up, sending the stool skidding across the floor until it crashed into the nearest wall. Clara spun to glare at her, but Rain was already running hell-bent-for-leather through the halls of the compound.
She slammed into her room and grabbed a book off her bookshelf. Hauling ass back through the compound, she skidded to a stop beside the Warrior's bed, Clara still gaping at her.
Rain flipped through the pages of the book and pulled out a photograph. She studied it closely then studied the face of the man unconscious on the bed.
"Not possible. It's just not possible."
There were footsteps and then Clara stood beside her. "Rain? What's wrong? You're white as a sheet."
"Here," she thrust the photo at Clara, "tell me what you see."
Clara smiled. "Why this is Micah Caine. Everybody who was alive during the Dragon Wars knows about Micah Caine. How did you get his picture?"
Rain shook her head. "Not important. Now look at the man lying on that bed."
A frown puckered the fine lines between Clara's brows. "Goodness. I hadn't noticed. He certainly looks a lot like Caine, doesn't he?"
"He doesn't just look like him, Clara. That man is Micah Caine."
***
"I have to agree with Clara. What you're saying sounds ... unbelievable." Padre Pedro stroked his goatee thoughtfully. "However, he does look a great deal like the pictures I've seen of Lieutenant Caine."
"Perhaps this is his son," Clara suggested. "Or a nephew."
"Please," Rain snapped. "He doesn't just look like Caine. He's identical."
"Not exactly." Padre Pedro's tone was at once both placating and disagreeing. "He's much bigger than Caine. Taller, more muscular. Even you admit that."
Which was true. She'd seen Caine's files as well as his photos. He'd been tall and muscular, but nothing like the physique of the man now lying in their medical ward.
"What about the birthmark? Caine's records describe a heart shaped birth mark on his left ... uh," she glanced at Padre Pedro, "... butt cheek."
"My patient has the same mark, but it's not usual to have similar birthmarks in families." Clara wasn't budging an inch. Not that Rain could blame her. Even to herself she sounded like a lunatic. A man did not grow six inches in height. Not to mention the fact he looked exactly the same age as the day he died. Twenty-five years ago.
And, oh yeah. The dead thing. Still.
"Fine, then how about this? According to Caine's records he had a crescent shaped scar on his right hip. He got it during the war in Afghanistan. Something definitely not genetic." She flipped open his file so the two of them could see Caine's chart.
Then Rain marched over to the patient and flipped back the sheet covering the poor man's modesty. There, across his right hip, was a crescent shaped scar.
"Clara. Padre Pedro. Meet Lieutenant Micah Caine. United States Army."



Chapter Twelve

"How is this even possible?" Clara was the first to snap out of the shock.
"My guess? Some kind of genetic alteration." Padre Pedro frowned as he studied the prone man. "Before the Wars I heard rumors of the military experimenting with DNA manipulation to produce super soldiers. Maybe this man is a result of that."
Rain crossed her arms over her chest and stared down at the man who'd haunted her dreams for years. "When I was at the compound there was this scientist. Dr. Barnes. I didn't understand half of what he was talking about, but he tested my blood to see if I was "suitable." And he kept talking about DNA and his research. I think maybe he's responsible for making Dragon Warriors."
"You think Micah Caine survived that last battle and they've been monkeying around with his DNA?" It was clear Clara was appalled by the thought.
"No. I think they're taking dead men and altering their DNA somehow to ... I don't know. Bring the dead back to life. Or maybe make a clone of the original person. But better than before. Stronger. Faster. I mean, look at him. The man should be in his sixties, but he looks just the same as his picture. I'm sure that's why they took Sutter's body, too. To see if they could turn him into a Warrior."
Padre Pedro crossed himself. "Abomination."
"What?" Rain felt shock course through her. Padre Pedro had always been the most accepting and loving person. To have him call Micah ... Lieutenant Caine an abomination. She couldn't have heard him right.
"What they've done to this poor man. It's an abomination." The Padre shook his head.
"It's disgusting, is what it is," Clara snapped. "These scientists and their damn experiments. If I've said it once I've said it a thousand times, it's scientists did this to us in the first place. They brought the dragons. Destroyed the planet. No doubt in my mind."
Rain and Padre Pedro exchanged a look. It wasn't that Clara was a conspiracy nut. Exactly. It was just that she had strong opinions, very strong opinions, about the way things were and the way they ought to be. And she wasn't afraid to share them with anyone and everyone. It was probably a good thing she spent most of her time alone with her medical books. Otherwise she'd probably have the entire compound in an uproar.
"Well, now we know who he is and what was done to him, more or less, what should be our next course of action? Perhaps we should have a word with Elan," Padre Pedro suggested.
Clara let out a snort. "That drunken excuse for a man?"
"He's still our leader, Clara." The Padre's voice was firm.
Clara just sniffed and stomped back to her desk and her books. Rain shook her head as she watched the woman go. "That mouth is going to get her into trouble one of these days." She turned back to Padre Pedro. "It doesn't sound like El is in any fit state to make a decision right now."
The Padre sighed. "Possibly not. He's been drinking non-stop since Sutter died." He shook his head wearily.
Rain wasn't surprised. Whatever their differences, Elan and Sutter were still brothers. Twins. She couldn't even imagine a loss like that.
She turned back to their patient. Micah. Micah Caine. Whatever he was, he definitely wasn't some kind of copy. The scar proved otherwise. This was the real Micah Caine, altered perhaps, but it was still him. And he hadn't aged a day in twenty-five years.
"I think we should try to convince him to join us. We could use a fighter like him."
Padre Pedro seemed intrigued by the idea. "It's certainly worth a try, though I imagine he's been thoroughly brainwashed. It'll be hard to undo decades of mental manipulation. Not to mention whatever they did to him physically."
"Maybe not. He's got a concussion, remember? If we're lucky, that already knocked something loose." Though Rain was well aware they were going to need a lot more than luck. They were going to need a miracle. These days miracles were in short supply.
***
The Warrior slipped from sleep to wakefulness in a single heartbeat. He lay quietly, breathing even. Neither twitch of eyelid, nor flinch of muscle gave him away.
He knew he wasn't on the base. That much was immediately obvious. He could hear the distant sound of children's voices at play. There were no children on the base. In fact, he hadn't seen a child since ... his mind shied away from the thought until the memory slipped from his grasp like snowflakes.
He frowned. Rather he wanted to frown, but his training prevented such betrayal of emotion. For the first time he was troubled by his lack of memories. The other men, the Marines, they had memories. They mocked their pasts as full of softness and coddling, but still, they had memories.
The Warrior had none. It had never bothered him before.
He took a deep breath, but kept it slow. Subtle. As a sleeping man might. He could tell by scent he was underground. There was a certain dampness to the air. The faint odor of bleach stung his nose. Wherever he was had been scrubbed clean. A hospital, perhaps? Did the civilian survivors have hospitals?
The faint rustle of paper, a page being turned. Whoever was reading was far enough away they wouldn't notice he was awake. He sensed no one else nearby.
Slowly he opened his eyes. The room was dark, only a faint light from the lantern in the other room spilling into what was obviously some kind of medical facility. There were three other beds besides the one on which he lay. Each one had a curtain to pull around for privacy, though they were currently pushed back, making the room appear as though it were draped in ghosts. He shook his head at the fanciful thought and focused his mind. He was the room's only occupant.
He definitely had never seen the place before and had no recollection of how he'd gotten here. He cast his memory back. The last thing he remembered was the dragon attack. A blast of drag fire. The humvee burning. Men screaming. Then ... nothing. A blank.
"You're awake. Good."
Startled, he turned his head toward the voice. He wasn't alone after all. How had he not sensed her presence? Heard her breathing? Smelled the faint perfume of her skin?
She sat in a chair on the far side of the bed facing the light from the other room. Her back was against the wall, like a good soldier. Unlike a good soldier she had tilted the chair back and propped her booted feet up on the end of his bed.
She removed her feet from his bed and let the front chair legs drop back to the floor with a thunk. Her movements were relaxed, unhurried as she stood to her feet. Her cool fingers trailed lightly across his forehead. The contact sent unexpected shivers through his body.
"No fever. Good." She smiled and he watched in fascination as a dimple appeared at the side of her mouth.
She had a lovely face with strong, high cheekbones and a gently sloping jaw line. He couldn't quite tell, but he was pretty sure her eyes were blue. Blue like cornflowers in summer.
Damn. Where had that thought come from? He was a Warrior. He didn't think about women, let alone compare their eyes to flowers. And what was a cornflower, anyway?
"Hungry?" Her voice was silk, sliding across his senses.
He felt a stirring below his waist. Shit! What was happening to him? The Marines might indulge their sexual desires from time to time, but Warriors had no such desires. They were not aroused by the skim of soft fingers over their skin, or the huskiness of a voice in their ear.
He cleared his throat and his voice was a little hoarse when he spoke. "I could eat." The thought struck him that he was hungry for more than food. He shoved it aside quickly. That was not the thought of a Warrior. He needed to pay Barnes a visit. Something was seriously wrong with his conditioning.
"Good." The dimple flashed again, wreaking havoc with his self control. "I'll bring something. I'm afraid it won't be very interesting. Clara insists on a liquid diet for the next day or two. Don't want you puking all over the place."
He had no answer to that so instead he watched as she strode out of the room. Even in the dim light he could tell she had an amazing ass.
"What the fuck is wrong with you?" He muttered to himself. He tried to remember the last time he'd even noticed a member of the opposite sex, let alone been interested in one. He tried to pull up a memory, but his mind skittered away. Apparently it had been before he'd become a Warrior. Some of his conditioning was holding then. Barnes would be pleased about that. He wouldn't have to start from scratch.
Another woman entered the room. This one was middle aged and a little on the plump side, which was unusual in the wastelands. She wore glasses perched on her nose and a sour expression on her face. "So you're awake. Fine by me. Sooner I get you out of here, the better."
If this was their doctor, she needed to work on her bedside manner. Still, he was used to Barnes and his cronies. He was fairly certain they were all half-crazy. He could handle one snippy medic.
She went about the business of checking his wounds and shining a light in his eyes and he went about the business of ignoring her. At least until she started asking questions.
"What year is it?"
"25 ADW." That's what they called it. Twenty-five years After the Dragon Wars.
"Know where you are?"
"Not specifically. Last time I knew I was in the desert fighting a dragon."
"Huh." She pulled his eyelid up and peered at his eyeball like he might suddenly sprout tentacles or something. "Rank?"
"Dragon Warrior."
She snorted at that. "Name?"
He said nothing. She looked concerned for the first time. "You don't remember?"
He shrugged. "Might have had one. Before I became a Warrior."
"Might have had one?"
"There isn't enough room in the human mind for both memory and enhancement," he parroted Dr. Barnes and hated every minute of it. The man was an ass. "Therefore, the unimportant must go."
"In other words, they chopped out your memory," she said dryly.
"Something like that, yes."
"They don't give you names?" She didn't seem particularly interested. More like she was killing time, so he didn't bother answering. The truth was, no. They didn't give Dragon Warriors names. They were built to fight and die. They were human machines. They didn't need names. He didn't need a name.
"You're progressing nicely. Should be out of my ward in a day or two. Soon as we get you on solid food. Rain should be back soon with something for you to eat." She turned on her heel and stomped back toward the other room.
Rain. So the young woman's name was Rain. He wanted to say it, to see how it felt on his tongue. The expression on her face when he spoke it. Another strange thought for a Warrior.
Scenes flashed through his mind. Odd disjointed snippets that made no sense. A headache throbbed behind his eyes. Memories. He was experiencing memories. Memories he shouldn't have. He started at the ceiling, willing his mind back under control.
Unfortunately it didn't stay under control very long. Rain returned, swinging into his room, a thermos in one hand and a mug in the other. He watched her, the gentle sway of her hips as she walked, the movement of her hair, which he realized was a rich, dark blond. Like pulled taffy.
A memory tugged. The tang of salt air, the cry of gulls, his small hand wrapped inside a warmer, bigger one... His mind skittered away again.
The memories were trying to seep through. The memories of Before. Barnes had warned him of this. That the minute such a thing happened he should seek help immediately. Returning memories were the first sign of catastrophic mental meltdown.
But there was no Barnes. Barnes was who knew how many miles away. He tried not to panic. Maybe he could still get back to the base in time.
"Brought you some soup." She plopped into the chair next to him and leaned forward, a tiny hint of creamy white cleavage visible above the V-neck of her top.
Again he noticed her scent. Not as a predator scents its prey, but as a man scents a woman. That tease against the senses, so faint yet so strong. He struggled to keep his arousal under control.
"Here." She splashed some soup from the thermos into the mug. "It isn't much, but it should taste okay and it's got plenty of good stuff in it. Vitamins and whatever. They used some of the fresh tomatoes from Padre Pedro's garden. I figured the mug would be easier for you than a spoon and bowl." She handed him the warm mug, her delicate fingers brushing lightly against his, sending another shiver down his spine.
He wrapped both hands around the mug, desperate for her not to notice they were trembling. Definitely meltdown. He was sure of it. He had to get out of here and back to base so Barnes could fix him. Before it was too late.



Chapter Thirteen

There was something odd about Micah Caine. Rain hadn't missed the faint tremor in his hands as he took the mug from her. She couldn't blame him. If what Clara said was true, he didn't remember much of anything.
Rain was quiet for awhile, letting him drink his soup in peace. Letting him get used to her presence. She wondered if he was as aware of her as she was of him. The scent of him, that slight musk of man, teased her nose. It wasn't at all unpleasant.
"So, you don't remember who you are."
"I'm a Warrior." He said it with finality as if that were the only thing worth knowing. "One of a handful of those chosen." There was pride in his voice.
So, there were definitely more Warriors out there. Good to know.
"Yeah, you're a Dragon Warrior all right. But you're more than that." She took a photograph out of her pocket. The same photo she'd spent countless nights mooning over. The photo of a man who should be dead.
She laid the photo in front of him. "You are Lieutenant Micah Caine. United States Army. You're a hero."
She watched his eyes flick over the photo, not an ounce of recognition in his face. "Not possible. This picture is decades old. If I were Caine, I'd be an old man now. Or dead. Obviously, I'm neither."
"True," she agreed. She handed him a small mirror and watched as his eyes widened, darting from the photo to the mirror and back.
He swallowed hard. "Perhaps ... " he cleared his throat. "Perhaps he is a relative. My father or uncle." His earliest memories were of training to be a Warrior. He had no memory of family, so anything was possible.
Rain nodded. "That could be, yes. Except for one thing."
His eyes flew to her face. "What's that?"
She took the mirror from him. Then she tugged the sheet away from his body, exposing one long length of leg. Using the mirror she showed him the scar on his hip.
"Do you know when you got it? Where?"
"Of course I do. I ..." He stuttered to a halt.
"You don't remember, do you? You can't hold on to the memory. Every time you try to grab it, it slips away."
"How do you know?"
She smiled at that. "It's written all over your face."
She had him there. "It must have happened before ..."
"Before you became a Dragon Warrior," she finished for him.
He nodded. "Why is it important?"
"Because Micah Caine had a scar in the same place. And not just any scar. An identical scar. He got it in Afghanistan when a bomb exploded."
***
The bomb exploded inches from the front of the humvee, sending the vehicle tumbling end-over-end. Fire. Heat. The cries of the wounded.
Caine stumbled from the wreckage, his vision obscured by smoke. Jamison lay sprawled half under the burning ruin of the truck. Caine couldn't tell if he was breathing, but he grabbed the man by his bulletproof vest and pulled anyway, hauling him from the fire to safety.
"Caine, you're bleeding man."
Caine glanced up to see Rayner's fuzzy outline. "What?"
"We've got to stop it before you bleed out." The medic knelt beside him, oblivious to his own injuries.
Caine glanced down. His leg was covered in blood from the hip down. Damn, that was a lot of blood. He tried to tell Rayner to forget him and do something about Jamison, but his voice didn't seem to work.
He watched in a daze as Rayner slit Caine's pant leg with a knife. Beneath the fabric, the cut was so deep he could see white bone shining beneath, blood pouring down his leg in a river.
Rayner said something but Caine didn't hear. Instead he slid into welcome darkness.
***
"Micah! Micah!" Terrified, Rain gave his face another slap, trying to rouse him from whatever fugue state he'd slipped into.
"What is it?" Clara stormed into the room, fury written in every line of her body. "What have you done to him?"
"Nothing. We were talking and then he just ... passed out."
There was more to it than that. They'd been talking about his past. His identity. She'd mentioned Afghanistan and she could tell he'd been on the verge of remembering. And then it was like someone or something shut him down.
Clara sighed, rolled her eyes, and grabbed a small bottle from a nearby shelf. She uncorked it and waved it under Caine's nose. His eyes fluttered open.
Rain ignored Clara's mutterings as the woman stomped back to her office. "Hey, you all right?" she asked Caine.
"What happened?"
"You, uh, well, you sort of passed out."
"Passed out? As in fainted?" His voice was filled with outrage.
"More like something shut you down."
"I was remembering."
"Yeah." She barely resisted the urge to smooth her hand through his closely shaved blue-black hair. Damn, what was wrong with her?
He nodded as if it made sense. "It's supposed to be a safeguard to prevent memories from Before."
"I don't understand."
"There's a scientist named Barnes back at the base."
"We've met," she said dryly.
"He claims that the alterations to create a Warrior don't leave room for memories. The memories are ... removed. And safeguards put in place in case they attempt to resurface."
"Safeguards that make you pass out?"
He nodded. "Yes. We are told that to remember is to risk catastrophic meltdown and death."
Rain studied the man on the bed. There was definitely something different about him now. Something that had been missing in the Warrior was suddenly alive. "It didn't work, did it?"
"No. It did not." His jaw worked, fury tightening his features. "They lied."
"What do you remember? Do you remember who you are?"
"I remember a great many things. And yes, I remember who I am. I am Lieutenant Micah Caine of the US Army. And I'm supposed to be dead."
***
Micah wasn't thrilled about spending more time in bed, but Rain had gone off to talk to the leader of the compound and Clara had insisted he rest. Especially after that embarrassing episode when he blacked out. Lieutenants in the United States Army did not faint.
Neither did Dragon Warriors.
He ground his teeth together, barely leashing the fury that threatened to engulf him. He'd told Rain he remembered Before. Which was true. Sort of. Things were coming back, but they were still in fragments.
He winced as the scene from Afghanistan flashed through his mind again. Definitely something he wouldn't have minded forgetting permanently. Just like he'd love to forget his own death scene.
He remembered hustling a small group of survivors to the derelict Army bunker. He remembered the drag attack like it was yesterday. He remembered everyone dying. Everyone except Audrey and Foster. The three of them kept going. Kept shooting.
He remembered the grenade going down the dragon's throat. An explosion. Then nothing.
He sighed and rubbed a hand over his hair. He shifted and winced as his cracked ribs protested. At least the headaches that accompanied the memories had stopped.
He closed his eyes as another memory surfaced.
Darkness.
Blinding light.
A wizened face swam into view. A halo of gray hair, thick glasses, lab coat. Was he in a hospital? It sure felt like he should be. The pain was overwhelming.
"Hello, Lieutenant Caine. Welcome to my laboratory. I'm Dr. Barnes."
Micah tried to speak, but nothing happened. He frowned.
"Oh, I'm sorry, but you've been badly damaged. Don't worry. I'm going to fix you right up. Good as new. Better than new, actually." Barnes cackled. "And don't worry about the psychological trauma. You won't remember a thing."
And he hadn't. Until now.
***
"You're telling me we've got Micah Caine in our medical ward?" Elan's voice sounded steady enough, but Rain could smell the reek of alcohol on him.
"That's exactly what I'm saying," Rain said. "They did something to him. Something to make him forget the time before he became a Dragon Warrior. But he remembers now. He remembers the time before the Dragon Wars. He remembers the day the Wars started. He even remembers dying."
"Oh, for fuck's sake." El propped his head in his hands as though it ached too much to stay up on its own. Probably it did.
"El, we should ask him to stay. Now he remembers who he was, who he is, he's our best chance of keeping the compound safe from the drags." Not to mention the Marines.
Elan squinted at Padre Pedro. "You agree with this harebrained scheme of hers?"
"Yes, Elan, it just so happens I do. Not only is Micah Caine a trained soldier, but he's a formidable Warrior enhanced by whatever the scientists did to him. He would be a great asset."
El's bloodshot eyes swung back to Rain. "Thought you said they were all brainwashed, those Marines."
She shrugged. "They are. But the concussion must have damaged the conditioning. He can remember now and he is pissed as hell at what the Marines have become. At what Barnes did to him and others like him. I think we can persuade him to join us. In fact, I don't think it will take much convincing."
"And if the Marines come for him?" Elan heaved himself off his chair and headed over to the side cupboard to grab another bottle of home brew.
"Why would they? They think he's dead. Killed with the rest of his platoon fighting the drags." Rain exchanged a glance with Padre Pedro as El took a deep pull at the bottle. She saw the saw the sadness in the Padre's eyes and knew it echoed her own. El was on a downhill spiral she was afraid none of them could stop.
"Fine. Whatever. Do what you want, just leave me in peace."
In the hallway outside Elan's room, Padre Pedro let out a deep sigh. "So troubled, that one. I am at a loss. Nothing I say or do seems to matter anymore."
"He'll straighten out when he's good and ready. Not before. Nothing we can do about that." But her heart hurt. Elan was all she had left of Sutter. They were so much alike. Had been so much alike. "I'm going to talk to Micah. The lieutenant."
Padre Pedro gave her a look that told her he knew exactly how she felt about Micah Caine. "Be careful, Rain. You don't know what was done to him. He is not the man you've read about. Not anymore."
"You don't know that." She was convinced that man still lived inside the Dragon Warrior. He was alive and he had his memories back. There was hope.
Rain strode down the hall to the ward. She arrived in time to see Micah attempting to get dressed, which was amusing to watch since he had one arm in a sling and a thick swath of bandages around his ribs.
"Need help?"
He glanced up. She couldn't quite tell in the dim light, but it looked like he was blushing.
"Yeah, thanks."
She helped him get his shirt over his head and his arms into the arm holes without jostling his injured arm too much. It was her turn to try not to blush as every motion brought her into contact with his warm, bare skin. Every touch sent a little electric zing through her body, until she felt flushed and breathless.
"So, um, we were wondering. That is, Padre Pedro and I were wondering ... You can't return to the Marines. God knows what they'd do to you and now that you remember the way things were and you know what they're like..." She trailed off, nervous. "Well, we were wondering if you'd like to, you know, join us. The compound, I mean." Rain wanted to smack herself in the head. She sounded like an idiot.
He raised a dark brow at that. "Join Sanctuary? What would I do here?"
"Well, for now, you could teach. Teach us how to fight. How to defeat the drags. How to stop the Marines from taking everything we have. And when you're better, you can help us fight."
He heaved a sigh. "I don't know, Rain. I've been fighting a long time. A lot longer than any man should. I've lived far past my expiration date."
"Don't say that," she snapped, angry. "So, maybe those crazy lunatic scientists did mess with your DNA. Bring you back from the dead when they shouldn't have. But so what? You're here now. You're alive and that's what matters. You can help us change the course of this war. Maybe even help us win so instead of fighting all the damn time we can finally start learning to live."
"Wow. That was quite a speech." He looked a little surprised. Maybe even a little pleased.
Rain was surprised herself. She was a Tracker. She'd never much thought beyond the next track, the next fight. It was all she'd ever known. But suddenly she was imagining white picket fences and bullshit like that. She swallowed. "It's just ... it's a miracle you're still alive and still ..." She waved helplessly at his physique.
"Still young?"
She flushed. "Um, yeah." Not to mention hot. "Just seems a waste not to, uh, use it. The alive part, I mean." Damn. She should just keep her mouth shut.
He grinned at that and reached out with his good hand to skim his thumb along her bottom lip. The contact startled her, yet thrilled her down to her very toes. It wasn't that she'd never been touched by a man before, but the fact that she was being touched by this man. A man who'd been haunting her daydreams for far too long to be healthy.
"Very well, Rain."
"You'll stay?" Her heart did a stupid little flip-flop. She needed to give the thing a stern talking to later.
He smiled. "Yeah, I'll stay."
***
Micah watched the smile spread across Rain's face and he suddenly felt like he'd just won the frigging lottery. Damn, but she was beautiful when she smiled. She was pretty, anyway, but that smile.
He watched that sweet backside of hers as she sashayed out of the medical ward. What the hell was he thinking? He was a fucking zombie, resurrected from the dead, for crying out loud. He had no right to think of her as anything but a comrade in arms. There was nothing he had to offer her except his screwed up DNA and a really good sword arm.
Berating himself for being seven kinds of fool, he trailed her down the hall. At the very least, he could train her people so they had a fighting chance. And who knew, maybe watching her from afar would be enough.
He rolled his eyes at his own idiocy. As if watching Rain Mauri from afar would ever be enough. He hadn't banged his head that hard.
She turned around, tilting her head to the side, pursing her lips in a way that made his stomach tighten and his heart race. "Are you coming?" She all but tapped her foot with impatience.
"Uh, yeah. Sorry. Thinking." It was all he could do to keep the smile off his face. He didn't think she'd take too kindly to his amusement.
She gave him an arch look. "Staring at my ass, you mean."
He burst out laughing. Crazy. The woman was going to drive him bat shit crazy. No doubt about it.



Chapter Fourteen

"Step forward. Thrust up. Withdraw. And again. Step. Thrust. Withdraw. Excellent. Once more."
Rain sat, tucked back in the shade of one of the parking bays watching the training session. They were all in their early- to mid-teens, full of energy. Too much sometimes. Micah kept them separate from the rest of the trainees, drilling them until they nearly dropped from exhaustion. He claimed it not only kept them out of trouble, but that at their age they were more likely to develop useful skills than the older trainees were.
It had been three weeks and things were progressing nicely. The trainees were getting more skilful and Micah was nearly healed. Clara thought his manipulated DNA allowed him to heal faster than a normal person.
She eyeballed Micah as he marched up and down the line of boys and girls, adjusting a grip here, correcting a stance there. Damn, he was beautiful. Every line of him tightly muscled, he moved with a grace and agility that was almost superhuman.
She frowned at that. She supposed it really was superhuman. Thanks to Dr. Barnes.
She bit into the tomato she'd stolen from Padre Pedro's garden. The tangy juice gushed over her tongue. It tasted of sunshine and fresh things. A rare treat in this wasteland of a world.
Padre Pedro often told tales of the time before the Wars when food was plentiful and water gushed freely at the turn of a tap. She could hardly reckon it herself, but the Padre wasn't known for lying. Exaggerating maybe, but never an untruth. She'd have to ask Micah if it were true. He'd know.
The warning bell clanged, startling Rain out of her reverie and snatching her attention from Micah's truly excellent backside. She scrambled to her feet, eyes scanning the wall.
Joey Turrow's blond head popped out of the lookout box. "Marines!" he screeched in his cracking, teenage voice. "Marines coming!"
"Crap." Rain wolfed down what remained of her stolen tomato and headed toward Micah at a run.
The trainees had scattered. They knew exactly what to do when the Marines showed up. Micah gave her a baffled look. "What's going on?"
"The Marines. We've got to hide. Come on." She took off for the entrance to the underground, trusting he'd follow her.
Normally she'd face the Marines alongside El, but the last thing she wanted to do was give away the fact that their former female captive was from this compound. And now there was Micah to think about. No way in hell was she letting them take him back.
She led him down through the main body of the compound and into one of the storerooms. At the back of the room was a row of wooden shelves bolted onto the wall and packed with heavy crockery and large, steel pots. Her fingers fumbled under one of the shelves until she found the hidden catch.
The entire shelf along with part of the wall swung out leaving just enough space for them to wiggle through into the gap beyond. Rain quickly lit the hurricane lamp tucked into a niche inside the space, and swung the secret door closed behind them.
"A secret door. Are you kidding me?"
She glanced at him. "We've got them all over the compound, but this is the best one. Keep moving."
She led him further down the tunnel, following several twists and turns until it spilled out into a natural underground cavern. It was a small space, but it had been cozied up with the addition of bottled water, tins of food, and bedding. A person could easily hide undetected for weeks.
"This is the safest place in the compound. We stay here until Padre Pedro gives us the all clear."
He frowned. "Don't you think this is overkill? I know these guys, fought beside them for years. Worst they'll do is grab some food or beer and be off."
"You knew them on equal footing. As a Warrior. Not a civilian." Her expression hardened. "Things have changed. It's too soon since their last raid. They're not here for food or beer. They're here for you." Maybe her, too. "They're your friends. You should know how they operate."
"They're not my friends. Warriors keep to themselves. No emotion, therefore no interest in attachments. Besides, they think I'm dead," he pointed out.
She frowned. "Maybe they went back to the site and found your body gone." She mentally berated herself for not having thought of that before.
"I suppose. They don't bother usually, but Barnes is nuts enough to want my body back. Bastard probably thinks he can resurrect me again."
"This is the closest compound to the base from the south. Maybe they're going from compound to compound trying to find you."
He ran his fingers through his hair. "How many more experiments can he run on me? This is fucked up."
"True." She nodded. "Which is why it's doubly important you stay hidden."
"You mean we stay hidden. They won't be happy you escaped, even if you were incompatible."
She laughed. "Why do you think I'm down her in the bowels of the earth with you?"
He shrugged and gave her a boyish grin. "Thought maybe you wanted to get me alone. Have your wicked way with me."
"Don't tempt me." The minute the words were out of her mouth, Rain wanted to slap herself silly. What was wrong with her? She wanted to sink through the ground in embarrassment. She probably would have if she hadn't seen the heat in Micah's eyes.
"Now there's an idea." His voice was low and husky.
Rain swallowed hard. It wasn't like she was a stranger to sex. In the world she lived in, people were encouraged to sleep with multiple partners from a fairly young age, at least until they started having children. Babies meant the human race had half a chance of surviving. Puritanical views about sex and marriage meant the human race would die. Simple as that.
Still, she'd never once felt about anyone the way she felt about Micah Caine. Suddenly it was about more than just sex. And suddenly it was really important that he felt the same way.
"I don't think that's such a good idea," her voice came out a little breathless. "The Marines ..."
"They're up there and we're down here. They're not going to find us." He peered into her eyes. His own had gone sapphire blue. "I know you want to. So do I. Since the minute I woke up it's been all I can think about. Me. You. What it would be like."
He trailed a finger down her cheek and she shuddered at the sensation. "Are you crazy?" she whispered. "We're in mortal danger here and all you're thinking about is sex?"
"Can you think of a better time to think about it?"
Frankly, she couldn't. They were safe enough for now. And this was the first time they'd had any real privacy since he'd arrived at the compound weeks ago. She shook her head. Slowly.
He tucked a strand of dark blond hair behind her ear. He was just a breath away now. "Can you think of a better time to do something about it?"
Her mouth felt dry as dust, and butterflies the size of drags were going crazy in her stomach. She shook her head again.
"Good."
Then he kissed her.
His lips were warm and velvet soft. He urged her mouth open and his tongue was hot and wet as it danced over hers. Heat rushed to pool between her thighs. Every bit of her ached for him to touch, to taste.
She buried her fingers in the thick silk of his hair. The ink-black strands no longer shaved to his scalp showed the promise of a slight curl.
His hands, rough from years of wielding his sword fighting the dragons, skimmed the soft skin of her belly under her shirt and up toward her breasts. She made a sound against his mouth, half begging, half demanding.
She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders, leveraging her body closer to his. The heat of him wrapped itself around her. She wanted him so much.
"Rain? Rain are you in there?" Joey's young voice piped from up the tunnel.
"Shit." Rain shoved Micah back, scrambling off his lap. Disappointment speared through her. Disappointment mirrored on his face, but the last thing she needed was Joey Turrow finding them doing ... stuff.
Joey's head popped around the corner, his pale blond hair shining in the lantern light. "Padre Pedro said it's safe to come out now."
"Right behind you, Joe."
Micah's voice was remarkably steady, but Rain wasn't stupid. She could tell he was still a little breathless. Joey gave them both an odd look, then shrugged his shoulders and headed back up the tunnel.
"Oh, great."
Micah stood up and pulled her back against him. "What's wrong?"
Rain pressed her face against his chest for a moment, then leaned back in his arms. "He knows what we were doing."
"And what were we doing?" There was a teasing edge to his voice. It made her smile.
"You know what we were doing, Micah Caine."
He nuzzled her temple and her heart did a funny little flip flop. Micah Caine effected her like no other man before. It was weird. Scary and exciting all at the same time.
"Who cares if he knows? What's the big deal?"
She shrugged at that. "Well, nothing, except the entire compound will know in less than five minutes."
"Good." He had that macho, manly look in his eyes. Marking his territory.
"Men." She rolled her eyes at him and stomped after Joey. Even the good ones were idiots.
Micah's belly laugh followed her all the way up the tunnel.



Chapter Fifteen

"Rain, we need to talk." Elan wasn't exactly sober, but he was closer to it than he had been in weeks.
"Fine. Talk." It had been a couple days since the raid and Rain was overseeing the moving of the armory. The Marines had come too close to finding it for comfort.
"I think ..." he hesitated. "Listen, Rain, it's time you and Caine found somewhere else. To live."
"Excuse me?" Rain whirled on him. "What the fuck, Elan?"
He winced a bit at her tone and held up a hand. "I'm sorry. I don't want you to leave. You know I don't. I love you like a sister. But it's for the best."
Her expression hardened. "After all I've done for you and for Sanctuary? You're going to throw me out of the compound like some sort of ... criminal?"
Being thrown out of a compound was the ultimate punishment. In a world dominated by drags, it was tantamount to a death sentence.
He closed his eyes, pain written on every line of his dark face. A face so heartbreakingly like Sutter's. "You know it isn't like that Rain. The Marines, they were after you. And Caine. You saw what they did to the place. What they did to our people."
She had. They'd torn up over half Padre Pedro's gardens. It would be a wonder if he could salvage even a few of the plants. Shortsighted idiots. They'd discovered one of the secret storerooms and what they hadn't taken they'd smashed into uselessness. 
Worst of all was what they'd done to the people. The older Turrow boy was beaten nearly senseless. And he wasn't the only one. Clara's ward was full to overflowing with the injured. Even worse, one of the Marines caught one of the teenage girls down by the well. What he'd done to her had been beyond horrific. Rain had made sure she got a good description of him from the girl. That was one Marine who wouldn't see another winter.
"Micah's almost recovered. He can help us fight them."
"Fight them? Are you insane? We can't fight them. They'll kill us all. No," Elan shook his head. "I'm sorry Rain, but the only way Sanctuary is going to survive is if the two of you leave. If you're seen somewhere else, the Marines will leave us alone."
"So, we're to be a distraction. Bait." Her voice was cold as ice.
"For the good of our people. We'll all die if you stay."
In that moment Rain hated Elan more than she'd hated anyone in her life, including the Marines. Only she knew he was right. Even with the training Micah had given them, these people weren't fighters. There was no way they would survive an all-out war with the Marines.
"Fine. We leave at first light. Now fuck off so I can finish my job."
"Rain, I'm sorry ..."
"I said, fuck off. I do not want to see your face again. Ever." She turned her back on him. Finally she heard him walk away, his footsteps fading. She swiped a hand across her face, glad she hadn't let him see her cry.
***
"I'm sorry, Rain. This is my fault. If it weren't for me ..."
"Don't be ridiculous. They were looking for me, too. You know they were. If El had any balls ..." She sighed as she took a long, last look at the place that had been her home for as long as she could remember. "It doesn't matter. He was right. Whatever he may or may not owe me, his responsibility is to the compound. And right now, we are a danger."
She hated that she'd had to leave her books behind. The only one she'd taken was the book of poetry by Whittier. And Micah's picture. Not that she needed it anymore. She had the real thing walking beside her.
They turned and headed north along the dusty road. Or what had once been a road. It was cracked beyond repair and weeds grew up through every break in the surface. It was only marginally easier than walking on the bare ground.
"What did you mean by Elan owing you?" Micah matched his stride to her shorter one, angling his body close enough so she could feel his warmth.
She sighed. "I saved his life once."
"Tell me," he urged.
They had nothing better to do and it was a long trek to Fossil. She shrugged. "It started a little over ten years ago. I was just seventeen."
***
The woman was the first new arrival to the compound in at least five years. They'd pretty much given up on the rest of the world by then. There was the compound and the Marines and the drags. That was their world.
And as far as Rain was concerned, her own world was Elan and Sutter. They were like her big brothers and they meant everything to her. The only other person she had any use for was Padre Pedro.
At seventeen, Rain was already the best Tracker on the compound. Better even than Sutter. Her life was almost magical. During the day, she and Sutter tracked together. At night they sat with Elan and Padre Pedro and swapped stories and jokes and sipped home brew. When necessary they fought drags or hid from the Marines. That was life and life was good.
Then she came.
Rain and Sutter were prepping for a track when the lookout yelled down, "Incoming!"
Rain glanced up through the open gates of Sanctuary. The sun was in her eyes so she had to squint. The minute she saw the woman walking toward the gates, her heart filled with dread.
She walked right into the compound out of nowhere with only the clothes on her back. She had no explanation for where she'd been or why she was there. She claimed to remember nothing. Nothing but her first name: Megan.
She wasn't a tall woman, but she had curves in all the right places. Her skin was pale and dashed with freckles. Her eyes were the blue of the summer sky, and her hair the fiery hue of sunset. She was almost as beautiful as the women in the magazines from the Before.
Rain hated her instantly.
Unfortunately, neither Sutter nor Elan shared Rain's antipathy. Both of them were instantly smitten. Sutter even called off the track, claiming the newcomer was a more important source of information than anything they'd find on a track.
"I don't trust her," Rain's tone was mulish as she toiled in the garden next to Padre Pedro a few days after Megan arrived. "I don't trust her one bit."
He sighed. "Nor do I, but we have no proof that she is other than she claims. A lost soul seeking shelter from the desert."
"Please," Rain snorted. "Does it look like she's been wandering in the desert?"
He admitted it didn't look that way. Megan's pale skin wasn't even pink, let alone tanned. Her hands and feet were free of scars and calluses. It was as though she'd never seen the sun, nor worked a day in her life. And she continued to shy away from work of any kind, always with some excuse. She spoke little, but watched everything. Rain had found her hanging around near one of the weapons stores. When Rain confronted her, Megan's feeble excuse was that she was lost.
"We must continue to keep a close watch on her," Padre Pedro agreed, returning to his weeding. "We must behave as though nothing is amiss. As if we trust her. But we must not relax our guard."
They continued to watch Megan, waiting for her to mess up. To show her true colors. She did, but not in the way they expected.
Rain's disgust at the two brothers mooning over Megan soon turned to horror as it became obvious the woman was manipulating the two men, playing them off each other. Rain may have technically still been a teenager, but she was well aware of the games men and women played with each other. Though, frankly, she thought such games incredibly stupid.
"You know she's sleeping with both of them," she told Padre Pedro one evening at supper. "Sutter and Elan."
A look of distaste crossed the Padre's face. "Unfortunately, that's not illegal, Rain. Even if they are brothers."
"She's playing them, Padre. She told Sutter he was the only one for her and the next minute she's fu ... uh, screwing El in the parking bay. I swear she knows every button to push, that bitch." She flushed. "Sorry, Padre."
For once, Padre Pedro hadn't chastised her for her foul language. Instead he just patted her hand, his face lined with sadness.
Megan's manipulation of Elan and Sutter continued until one day Rain and Padre Pedro caught the two brothers brawling in the compound yard.
"Stop it," Rain screamed at them as she and the Padre physically hauled the two men apart. "Fighting over a woman? Are you two insane? You're brothers for fuck's sake."
But it had only gotten worse. Megan had claimed she was pregnant with Sutter's child, so the two had gotten married straight away, as was custom at Sanctuary. When children were involved, commitments were encouraged for stability.
Meanwhile Megan had continued her affair with Elan, eventually convincing him the child was really his. It was the affair that proved her final undoing.
Late one afternoon, Rain had seen Megan and El sneaking from the compound. She knew where they were headed. The two of them had a spot in the hills not far from the compound. Despite Megan's marriage to Sutter, or perhaps because of it, Rain had not stopped paying attention to Megan and her little games.
When they hadn't returned by sunset, Rain started to get worried. Even worse, Sutter was freaking out, having noticed his wife's disappearance. Rain didn't dare tell him where she was. Not for Megan's sake, but for the sake of the two brothers. If Sutter discovered his brother was still sleeping with Megan, there'd be all-out war and Rain couldn't bear the thought of it even if El was in the wrong.
She slipped out of the compound, armed with nothing but her bow and arrows, some bandages and a bottle of alcohol just in case one of them had been injured. She was also well aware that no single person could bring down a drag, but it was better than nothing. All she could do was hope the dragons stayed away.
She found them exactly where she expected they'd be. They were buck-naked and fast asleep.
"Wake up you idiots." She kicked at El's foot and tossed their clothes at their heads.
El opened his eyes and looked around, noticing it was nearly full dark. "Shit."
"Yeah, asshole. Now get dressed. We need to get back to the compound. Sutter's freaking out."
"Fuck Sutter," Megan snapped. "I'll come back when I'm good and ready." She didn't even bother to cover her nakedness, proudly thrusting her bare breasts forward as though Rain was supposed to be impressed.
With a smile Rain stalked over and slapped the bitch right across the face. It felt good. "Listen, you waste of skin. You will get dressed now and you will return to the compound with Elan and me. You won't argue. You won't hesitate. You and your little mind games have put us all in danger."
"You little piece of ..." Megan sneered. But she never finished her sentence. The scream cut her off.
It was a scream of a dragon that had just caught the scent of its next meal.
"Shit! Everybody down!" Rain threw herself out of the way as dragon fire strafed the spot where she'd been standing.
"Megan!" Elan ran to the woman who was standing in the middle of the clearing, clothes forgotten, looking completely shell-shocked.
"But they should have come. Why aren't they here protecting me?" Megan's voice was plaintive. Like a child who'd been promised a treat which hadn't been delivered.
Rain had no idea who "they" were or why Megan thought she was so special, but apparently the woman wasn't entirely in touch with reality. There were bigger predators than her in the world.
In the darkness, it was difficult to see the dragon clearly, but Rain could just make out its outline as it wheeled in the sky and turned back for another run. It headed straight for Elan and Megan.
"El!" Without a thought to her own safety, Rain launched herself at Elan, knocking him to the ground and rolling them both out of the line of fire.
Unfortunately for Megan, she was still standing there in shock, babbling about whoever was supposed to save her. One second silhouetted against the flames from the earlier pass, then the next second screaming as she was engulfed in flame herself. The screams didn't last long.
"Megan!" Elan's voice was filled with horror. "Oh, my god, Megan!" He tried to run to her, but Rain wasn't about to let him sacrifice himself. Not for that manipulative bitch.
She smashed a fist up into Elan's jaw, knocking him out like a light and very nearly breaking every bone in her hand. She hated having to hit him, but it was the only thing she could think to do.
Unfortunately, there was still the dragon to deal with. She cast about for a weapon that might work. Her bow and arrows would be practically useless.
A smile crossed her face. She pulled an arrow out of her quiver. Ignoring the pain in her damaged hand, she carefully notched the arrow and waited. It didn't take long. The drag spotted her and swooped in for the kill.
As it drew close, Rain let loosed her bow string, watching in satisfaction as the arrow went straight into the drag's eye and penetrated its brain.
The thing dropped like a stone, hitting the rocky hillside with a thud, sending up clouds of dust and debris. Rain had killed her first dragon.
***
"My god. You killed your first drag at seventeen?" Micah was not only surprised as hell, but he felt a thrill go through him at the thought. Damn, she was bad-ass. Not to mention one hell of a shot, hitting a flying dragon in the eye.
Rain blushed a little and gave a quick shrug as though it was no big deal. "I did what I had to do."
"You're amazing."
She ignored the compliment and continued her story. "Things were never the same between Sutter and Elan after that. Sutter blamed Elan for Megan's death. Elan blamed himself. Elan started drinking, Sutter turned into a hermit with an anger problem. Neither of them wanted to admit that Megan had just been an all-around bad person. Not saying she deserved to get burned alive, no one deserves that, but it certainly solved some problems for the compound."
"But the baby. Sutter must have been devastated. Or Elan or whoever was the father." Micah couldn't imagine the pain of knowing that not only had the woman he loved been killed, but that his unborn child had been, as well. His biggest regret Before had been that he hadn't had time to start a family. Have kids. Babies were precious in this world.
Rain shook her head. "She was never pregnant. Clara did an autopsy. Megan couldn't even have children. It was just another one of her lies and manipulations."
"Shit."
"No kidding."
"So did you ever discover who she was? Why she was there?" he asked.
"More or less," Rain said. "About a week later a couple of men showed up. They were from a compound a good two weeks journey to the south. Smaller than ours, but wealthier. Turns out Megan was an old-fashioned con artist. She'd wander into a compound, find the wealthiest most powerful man and seduce him. She'd sponge off the compound until she realized they were on to her then she'd disappear. And a bunch of provisions and valuables would disappear with her.
"This compound had a lot of gold left over from before. Apparently they were convinced the US Government would be restored and the gold would be valuable again."
Micah shook his head. He remembered enough from his time at the base to know the United States government was long gone, along with the rest of the governments of the world. There just weren't enough people left with enough resources to start over. Not with the drags still out there. "Ain't gonna happen."
She shrugged. "Some people need hope, I guess. In the meantime, they traded the gold to their local Marine base as part of a protection racket of sorts. They gave the Marines gold, the Marines left them alone."
"Yeah, the Marines need gold for computer parts and things like that. To keep everything running like the old days."
"Well, Megan liberated their gold when she left and they wanted it back. The Marines had started raiding them again. No idea what she did with it. She certainly didn't have it with her when she arrived. Then again she didn't look like she'd been wandering the desert for weeks, either."
"Ah," Micah smiled, "there must have been another compound she stopped at."
"Yep, that's what they figured, too. We told them the direction she'd come from and they headed that way. Never saw them again. But it was good to know there were other people in the world. That we weren't the only ones, though maybe we'd have been better off if we were."
"You so sure about that?" Micah reached down and took her hand. Threading his long fingers through hers, he rubbed his thumb back and forth across the back of her hand. Her palm was slightly rough from hard work, but the skin on the rest of her hand was smooth as silk. He could imagine she felt like that all over.
She glanced down at their joined hands then looked up at him, a slight flush spreading across her cheekbones. She seemed flustered at the display of affection, but she didn't remove her hand. "I'm a woman. I reserve the right to change my mind."
He barked a laugh at that. "Good to know. So, where are we headed?" He squinted against the sun. Nothing much to see out there but sand and sagebrush.
"We're headed to a little place I know. A place the Marines will never find us."



Chapter Sixteen
Rain squinted at the setting sun. Fossil was still several hours' trek north. They needed to find a place to shelter, and soon.
She led Micah down into a ravine where a shallow stream of muddy water trickled sluggishly through the rocky bottom. The ravine dead-ended about a quarter mile in, but Rain had no intention of going that far. A short way in, she began to climb back up the steep wall, using jutting rocks as hand and foot holds.
"Rain, what in the hell are you doing? We just came down and now you want to go back up?" Micah sounded exasperated.
She ignored him and kept climbing until she reached the large boulder about halfway up. Only then did she turn to smile at Micah.
Micah watched as Rain turned and smirked at him, then she vanished from sight. "What the? Rain! Rain!" No answer. "Dammit." Powerful muscles flexing, Micah quickly scaled the side of the ravine after her.
When he reached the giant boulder in the side of the cliff, he discovered her secret. There was a space between the boulder and the cliff face just wide enough for her to wiggle through. Micah wasn't convinced there was enough room for him to squeeze, but he was game.
Clinging to the side of the ravine, he shrugged out of his pack and tossed it through the space. Then exhaling as much air as he could, he wedged himself into the gap. It was a tight squeeze. A very tight squeeze. Halfway through it felt like his rib cage was being crushed, but somehow he managed to get through.
He paused to catch his breath and take in his surroundings. Behind the boulder was a small cavern in the side of the cliff just deep enough to fit two people lying down. If they really liked each other.
Rain sat cross-legged on the floor eying him warily. "We used this place sometimes when we were tracking."
He raised an eyebrow. She spoke of him often, and he had wondered at their relationship. He knew it was stupid to be jealous of a dead man, but he couldn't seem to help himself. "You and Sutter?"
Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes, and she sniffed them back as though determined not to let him see. "Yeah."
He cleared his throat. "Very cozy. Romantic."
She stared at him like he'd grown a second head. Then she cracked a laugh. "Romantic? Me and Sutter? Are you nuts?"
Well, that answered that. The green-eyed monster slunk back into its corner. He felt like an idiot. "I just thought ... you seemed so close ..."
"Yeah. We knew each other since we were kids." She rolled her eyes at him. "He was like my brother. I don't know what you do where you come from, but where I come from you don't have sex with your brother."
"Good to know."
She gave an exasperated sigh. "Why don't you get the bedrolls out while I get the fire going? "
"Won't the fire draw the drags?"
"Not in here. The winds in the ravine disperse the smoke and the boulder blocks the heat and light. Never had a problem." She turned her back on him and busied herself near the entrance of the cave.
Micah shook his head. He'd never met anyone like her before. Prickly, exasperating, smart, fearless and downright sexy. Holy crap, he was in trouble.
***
Rain stared at the bedroll, her heart thumping somewhere up in her throat. She hadn't noticed until after they finished eating. Instead of making two separate beds, he'd made one big one.
Her mind returned to the scene back in the compound cavern. When Micah had kissed her. When she kissed Micah. The butterflies in her stomach were going crazy. Part of her wanted to yell at him and part of her couldn't wait to crawl in and get cozy with the man.
"So," amusement colored Micah's voice, "right side or left?"
Rain had never shared a bed before. Not to sleep, anyway. She'd always been a love 'em and leave 'em kind of girl. "Doesn't matter."
"Good." He grinned at her. "I sleep on the right."
"Fine with me." Her voice was a little hoarse. "I guess we should get undressed?"
His smile widened. "Yeah, that would be a good place to start."
She ignored him and unlaced her boots, kicking them to the side. He whistled tunelessly as he got rid of his own boots. Then his shirt, revealing the golden skin and rippling muscles underneath. She gave him a good glare, which he ignored.
She had no idea why she was so flustered by the attraction between them. Nor why he was so calm about it. As if it was ordinary. She frowned. Maybe for him it was.
Maybe he'd had dozens of women and he'd felt the same about each one of them. Maybe this was normal for him. What did she know? And why was she getting so worked up over it anyway? It was just sex, after all.
She watched him furtively out of the corner of her eye as his hands smoothed the blankets back. She imagined those hands smoothing over her naked flesh. Her face heated.
Rain hesitated, her hands at the snap to her jeans. Micah raised an eyebrow. "Something wrong, Rain?"
"No."
He gave her a long look then sank down next to her so he was sitting inches away. He tilted her head up, making sure she was looking him in the eye.
Damn, he was big. His shoulders were ridiculously wide, his legs long and thick with muscle, lightly dusted with silky, dark hair. Rain wasn't used to big men. Padre Pedro was the tallest man she'd ever known and he was under six feet. And why on earth was she thinking about Padre Pedro?
"Truth, Rain."
His eyes were so ridiculously blue. And fringed in such thick lashes. Lashes like that should be illegal. She heaved a sigh. "I'm not used to ... I don't ..." She gave her head a shake. "I don't feel things."
He frowned. "What are you talking about? You feel lots of things."
"No, I mean," she flipped her finger back and forth between the two of them, "man woman things."
"Don't tell me you don't get turned on because I know that's not true."
She flushed. "Um, not that. I mean emotional shit."
"Ah, you mean you don't get attached."
"Yeah. That. I don't get involved."
A smile quirked the corner of his mouth. "Are you feeling involved now?"
She glared. "Yeah. I know its bullshit. I know you probably don't feel the same way, but I can't help it." Her cheeks were on fire. She felt like some kind of idiot. She was so not good at this stuff.
"Ah, Rain." He wrapped his hands around her shoulders, tugging her to him. "All I've got is emotional shit."
"What do you mean?" Her voice was muffled in his chest, his smooth skin hot under her cheek. She liked the feel of him. Warm. Solid. Strong.
His hands slid up and down her back, then down to her ass, shaping. Kneading. Sending sparks zipping along her nerve endings.
"I mean, I've spent God knows how many years feeling nothing. And now that's all I can do. From the moment I laid eyes on you, all I've done is feel." He nuzzled the side of her neck.
She shivered at the sensation. This was nothing like the wham-bams she'd had in the past. There'd never been any of this touching and talking. She suddenly realized she was hungry for it. Hungry for him and everything he could give her.
And that scared her. Hunger equaled need and needing meant giving away your power. Rain would never give up her power. Not even to the man she'd dreamed about for years. She started to back away, make an excuse, but his arms tightened around her.
"No you don't." His voice was a rough whisper in her ear. "You don't get to run away just because you're scared. If you're scared, imagine how I feel."
That stopped her like nothing else could have. She'd never thought that Lieutenant Micah Caine could feel fear. He was a hero. Heroes weren't supposed to be afraid. Were they?
"What are you afraid of, Micah Caine?"
He leaned back a little so he could see her face. "That you won't see me, Rain Mauri."
She frowned. "See you? Of course I see you."
He shook his head. "No, not as Lieutenant Micah Caine, the so-called hero of Caine's Last Stand. Not as the freaking zombie Dragon Warrior created by the Marines. But as a man. I want you to see me as a man. A man who wants you. A man who's falling in love with you."
And sitting there, looking into his eyes, for the first time she did. What she saw broke her heart and put it back together all at the same time. So she did the only thing she could think to do.
She leaned in and kissed Micah with everything she had. No holding back.
He made a sound deep in his throat, half growl, half groan. His arms tightened around her even more, plastering her against his body until she didn't know where she ended and he began. And she didn't care.
She smoothed her hands over his back, loving the feel of his velvety skin, the muscles bunching underneath. His mouth crashed down on hers, lips and tongues and breaths tangling together.
Micah hauled her onto his lap and she could feel the hard length of him pressed up against her most intimate flesh. She couldn't help it, she rubbed herself against him, heat pooling low in her belly. This time the sound he made was definitely a growl.
He sprawled them both across the bedding so she was flat on her back with him nestled between her thighs. It felt incredibly good, but it wasn't enough. Her fingers worked at the zipper of his jeans, but she couldn't get it down over the thick bulge of him.
"Here, let me." He leaned away just enough so he could get his own zipper down. Then she helped him shove the jeans off his legs.
Sweet lord, he'd gone commando.
Unfortunately she didn't have time to savor the moment as Micah was busy getting rid of her clothes. They were both finally naked.
Micah reached for her, pulled her against him. She sighed as their bodies tangled together.
She loved the feel of his bare skin against hers. The heat of his mouth. He savored her body. Every inch of it like she was a goddess from the old myths. She urged him to hurry up, but he refused, instead drawing out every bit of pleasure until she thought she'd go mad from it.
His lips skimmed her breast before latching onto her nipple and drawing it into his mouth. The flick of his tongue over the tight bud sent her writhing against him.
"Micah, please."
"Micah please what?" he murmured as he turned his attention to her other breast. His fingers slipped down over her belly, toying lightly with the curls between her legs.
"Micah!"
A smile curved his lips. A smile which fled the minute his fingers slipped through her folds. "Oh, my God," his voice was low, raw. "You're so wet."
"Uh huh." She reached her own hand down and wrapped it around the thick, velvety length of him. "I want you inside me. Now."
The laugh he gave sounded strangled, but he didn't need any more urging. He lifted her hips slightly and slid in nice and slow.
He was so thick, it was almost painful. She dug her fingers into his tight ass to hold him still. "Give me a minute," she whispered, her body needing to adjust to accommodate him.
He nodded, but his forehead was beaded in sweat. She could tell it was taking everything he had not to move.
"Okay, now."
It was all the urging he needed. The thick thrust of him inside her sent Rain arching off the floor, clawing at his back and moaning like a wild woman. She couldn't help it and she didn't care. She'd never felt anything like what she felt with Micah. Ever.
His mouth, his hands, were all over her body; touching, caressing, driving her mad, but all she could focus on was the pressure building low in her belly. She urged him faster.
Rain's entire world receded to the single pinpoint that was her and Micah and the intense pleasure of the thrust and slide of their bodies. And then...
"Micah..." Her head snapped back as she rode the orgasm right over the edge. For a moment she forgot how to breathe.
Then she felt him tense. A final thrust, and he joined her.
She had no idea how long they lay there, the sweat cooling on their bodies. All she knew was that at some point he tucked them both inside the sleeping bags and pressed a kiss to her forehead.
"Micah?" she mumbled, half asleep.
"Yeah?"
"I'm falling in love with you, too."
He said nothing, just pulled her even tighter into his arms as he kissed the top of her head. She wasn't sure, but as she drifted off to sleep, she though she felt him smile.
***
Fossil looked exactly the same as she'd left it. As if no one had lived there in decades. This time, though, she knew exactly where to go.
She glanced at Micah. The smile he gave her reminded her of everything he'd done to her the night before. Everything she'd done to him. It was enough to send her heart pounding and heat pooling between her thighs.
She swallowed hard as he reached down to take her hand, threading his fingers between hers. She wanted to laugh and cry and dance in the streets like a lunatic all at the same time. In her whole life she didn't remember ever being so happy, feeling so much. Being with Micah was better than a new track.
Rain led Micah through streets strewn with tumbleweeds and littered with chunks of broken bricks from tumbled buildings. As they walked, she played the trip with Albie in her mind, remembering each turn until she came to the corner store where Hank kept his bar. She pounded on the door.
Micah's sharp eyes took in everything. Including the fact the building looked deserted. "You sure this is the right place?"
"I'm sure." She pounded on the door again. "Come on Hank, open up. I know you're in there."
She heard a faint shuffling from the other side of the boarded-up door. "Who's that?"
"It's Rain Mauri. From the other week? I came through looking for the Marine base."
There was a flurry of scraping and cursing and then the door opened a couple inches and half of Hank's face appeared in the crack. "Well, I'll be. It is you. Who's that with you?"
"His name is Micah Caine."
"Lieutenant Micah Caine?"
"The same," Micah spoke up from behind her.
Hank frowned. "Can't be. Micah Caine is long dead. And even if he wasn't, you're far too young."
"Hank, I promise this is Micah Caine. Please let us in. We need your help."
Hank seemed to mull it over for a minute. "All right, then. Come on in. Sit a spell." He opened the door wide enough to let Rain slip through, Micah behind her.
"Uh, Rain." Micah's voice had a funny tone to it.
Rain turned. Hank had an old revolver pressed right up against Micah's temple. "Hank, what are you doing?"
"I'm surprised at you, Rain Mauri. Consorting with the enemy." It was Albie stepping out from behind the bar.
"Albie, what are you talking about?" Rain let her frustration leak into her voice.
"We know he's a Dragon Warrior. I mean, look at the boy. What else could he be? And I'll just bet there's a diamond edged on that blade he's carrying. He may be Micah Caine, but he ain't one of us. Not anymore." The old woman frowned fiercely.
"You're right. I'm a Warrior," Micah said, his chin tilted at an angle that told Rain he would offer no excuses.
"See. He admits it." Hank's hand tightened on the gun.
"Hank, Albie, please listen. You're right. Micah's a Dragon Warrior. They ... did something to him. Wiped his memories, altered his DNA. Something like that. But he remembers now. He remembers who he was and what the world was like and he wants to help us."
Rain could only hope the two would listen to her. There was no way Micah could do anything with that gun pressed against his temple. He might be a fast healer, but a bullet through the brain was something even he couldn't recover from.
Albie's eyes narrowed. "How do you know he's telling the truth? Could be a trap."
"Could be," Rain admitted, "but he's been with us at Sanctuary for weeks now and he's done nothing but help us." She looked Albie straight in the eye. "I believe him. I believe in him. I ... I care about him." She could feel her cheeks heating, damn them.
Albie stared back as though she could stare right down into Rain's soul. Or maybe read her mind. The seconds ticked by. Finally Albie nodded. "Okay, Hank, you can let him go."
"Aw, Albie ... "
"Shut it, Hank. Let the boy go."
Reluctantly, Hank lowered his gun. Rain breathed a sigh of relief.
"Drink?" Albie asked, heading for the bar and Hank's stash of home brew.
Rain nodded. "Hell, yeah." After that she needed the biggest drink they had.



Chapter Seventeen

"So after all that they kicked you out?" Albie sounded horrified.
They were gathered around one of the bar tables, sipping Albie's powerful home brew. Albie and Hank had been thrilled to hear all about Rain's adventures at the Marine base and finding Micah in the desert. They were not so thrilled to hear about Elan's reaction after the Marine raid.
Rain felt the urge to defend the people of Sanctuary. Defend Elan. "It was for the good of the compound. There are children there. Pregnant women. The elderly. Marine raids are bad enough as it is, but if they keep coming back looking for us ..." she trailed off. They all knew what continued raids meant: More deaths, more destruction, and not enough supplies to last the harsh winter. "It will be our fault if anything happens."
Albie nodded. "Well, it makes some kind of sense, I suppose. But still, here in Fossil we believe in protecting your own. No matter the cost. We've yet to lose anyone or anything to those damned Marines."
"Hear, hear!" Hank raised his glass and drained it, then poured himself another.
Rain refrained from pointing out the fact that the Marines didn't know anyone lived in Fossil. They thought it was long deserted, hence the lack of raids. It also meant it suited her purposes perfectly.
"Listen, I know this is a lot to ask. It could mean increasing the risk to the people here in Fossil, but we were wondering ... we need somewhere to hide, to set up base. Somewhere close to the Marines. They have information we need. Supplies. Weapons. We need to start taking back what's ours."
"You want to start a resistance." Albie nodded as if it were the most reasonable thing in the world.
"Yeah," Rain glanced over at Micah. His smile warmed her to her toes. "I guess we do."
"Well, then, you're right. Fossil is the perfect place to set up camp. There's plenty of room in the old church. Lots of places to hide, and the basement is secure. We use the bell tower as a lookout, but I bet it would be a great aerial for a ham radio or something, too. I bet some people out there still got 'em. We could start some kind of underground radio station, get in touch with folks." Her eyes gleamed with enthusiasm. "Yes, I think that would work very well."
"Are you sure? It could put the town in danger if the Marines discover what we're up to." That was Micah all over. Always the protector.
Albie waved her hand airily. "Don't you worry, young man. This town is used to danger. We've been living on the edge for quite some time now and we thrive on it. Hank can get you set up at the church. We'll introduce you around later tonight. Everybody stops by after dark."
Rain restrained a smile over Albie calling Micah a young man. After all, he was nearly as old as Albie in actual years, though he didn't even look thirty.
"Come on then, you two. Let's get to gettin'." Hank stood up and drained the last of his beer before heading to the door. A quick glance outside to make sure it was clear and he motioned at them to follow.
With a wave at Albie, they slipped out after him. They followed Hank down the street to a ramshackle old house. The thing looked ready to fall apart, but Hank hurried around behind the house and onto the back porch. It was either follow him or stand on the street looking like idiots.
The interior of the house was hot and dusty. Odd shapes loomed out the darkness. Rain realized the shapes were sheets draped over furniture. She'd seen other houses like it in her travels. The owners, thinking they'd return one day, had carefully preserved their precious stuff before fleeing for their lives. Probably all that precious stuff had rats living in it by now, and she doubted any of the owners had ever returned.
Hank led them through a couple of rooms and then down into a cellar. He fiddled with something and a lantern flared to life illuminating the large room.
Unlike the upstairs of the house, the cellar was pristine. Someone had gone to the trouble of painting the floor, walls and ceiling in a rich cream color. Even stranger, it was kept clean, completely free of the grime and cobwebs in the rest of the house. The reason was obvious; the place was some sort of storage facility for the town.
Crates of canned goods and bottled water lined two of the walls, stacked from floor to ceiling. Home-canned foods, dried goods and medicines filled shelving units in the center of the room. Racks of clothing draped in plastic and giant tubs filled with blankets and pillows were crammed against another wall.
"Wow." Rain couldn't think of anything else to say. It made their storerooms back at the compound look pathetic.
"Now let's see if we can find you two some decent bedding." Hank poked through a couple of the tubs before coming up with some pillows and an armload of blankets and sheets. He thrust them at Micah and Rain then led them back up the stairs and into the backyard.
The yard had likely once been covered in thick, lush grass. Now it was covered in dry, dead grass, thistles and some kind of pricker bush. Hank led them to the back fence where he removed a section so they could duck through. On the other side was the church.
The basement of the church had been converted into classrooms sometime in the distant past. Each tiny, windowless room covered in carpet and painted in bright colors, complete with chalk boards and the occasional Bible picture.
"Back when the Wars started, we turned this place into a sort of communal hostel until the worst of it was over." Hank showed them to a room with a double bed, plastic carefully wrapped around the mattress to keep it safe from dust and vermin. The cupboards would have originally been stocked with Sunday school materials, but now held candles, matches, bottles of water, and other necessary supplies.
"When we spread out we left it as-is. Just in case. Should be fairly comfortable. The outhouse is 'round back. Be sure and let us know if you need anything else." Hank left them to get settled, in reminding them to stop by the bar after dark for a bite to eat and a chance to meet the rest of the town.
They got down to business, lighting candles so they could see before removing the plastic from the mattress and making up the bed. Micah stored their packs in the cupboard after taking out what was needed.
It was a cozy place. Quiet. Secluded. Secure. Rain glanced at the bed. Then over at Micah.
"You know," he said, moving toward her, "it's a least an hour before dinner."
She grinned. "Think that's enough time?"
***
It had been almost enough time. Rain felt her body heat, remembering their particularly enthusiastic lovemaking.
They were just a little late arriving back at the bar which was already crowded with people. It was an interesting group with a much larger age range than Sanctuary. Back at the compound there weren't many people who remembered the Before. Here she'd bet at least half of them did.
"You alright there, Rain?" Albie gave her a knowing look.
"Um, yeah. Thanks, Albie."
Albie chuckled. "Quite a tasty specimen you got there. If I was twenty years younger I'd give you a run for your money. Bet he's hell on wheels in bed."
Rain tried to keep the shocked look off her face. Thank goodness the bar was dim and Albie was distracted. "Good thing for me, I guess."
Albie grabbed her arm. "Come on. I want you to meet Dave Dugan."
"The drunk and the liar?"
"Wish I hadn't of said that," Albie sighed. "It sure wasn't Christian of me. And while he may be a drunk, he ain't a liar. Guess you proved that. Micah, why don't you go have a chat with Hank? Dave ain't exactly comfortable around you military types."
"Sure thing, Albie." He winked at Rain before he sauntered over to where Hank stood chatting with a group of other men.
Dave Dugan turned out to be a stocky man in his forties with too much facial hair and a fondness for checkered clothing. His shirt and his pants were both plaid, neither of them matching. He stank of home brew and he needed a bath. Still, Rain politely shook his hand.
"Dave, why don't you tell Rain here all about the dead bodies you saw the Marines taking."
Dave peered at Rain through bloodshot eyes. "Dunno, Albie. She's hanging with that Marine fellow. Can't be trusted, them Marines."
"Now Dave," Albie patted his hand. "You know what I told you. Micah Caine is a hero. The minute he found out what those Marines were up to, he left. He's on our side now. So, you just go right on and tell Rain what you know." She gave Rain a nod and then placed a bottle of brew on the table before melting into the crowd.
Rain sank into the chair opposite Dave Dugan. "Another drink, Dave?"
He smiled at that and held out a chipped mug. "Don't mind if I do."
As Dave rambled on about his Marine conspiracy theories, Rain casually scanned the room, memorizing the faces of her new neighbors. Her ears perked up when Dave mentioned dead bodies disappearing from compounds.
"You actually saw the Marines taking dead bodies?" she prodded.
Dugan placed his finger over his lips and leaned in close, sending a waft of beer-scented breath straight up Rain's nose. "Shhhh. Careful now, they got eyes everywhere." He cast a quick look around the room as if he expected to see giant eyeballs looming out of the shadows. "Nobody believes me, see. But I seen 'em. I did. Clear as I'm seeing you now."
Rain wasn't entirely sure Dugan was seeing anything particularly clearly at the moment, but she'd take his word for it. He was the first person she'd spoken to who had more to offer than just rumors and speculation. Who claimed to have actually seen things for himself. She hoped he really wasn't lying.
She scanned the room. No one was paying them any attention. The adults were busy chatting over their drinks or playing card games while the kids were chasing each other around the tables.
"Okay, tell me about it. About the Marines taking the bodies. What did you see?"
"I don't know." He fidgeted, obviously nervous.
"Here, you look thirsty." His glass was still about half full. "Let me top up your drink." She poured some more beer into his mug.
Dave Dugan looked from his now full cup to her and back again. Then he took a big gulp before taking another quick glance around. Assuring himself no one was listening, he leaned forward.
"All right, then. But don't you go telling nobody. If they find out I told ..." He drew a line across his throat with his forefinger.
"I promise. I won't tell a soul." Rain had zero problem lying. Finding out what the Marines were doing and stopping them was more important than keeping her word to a drunk man as far as she was concerned.
Dugan took another gulp of home brew. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "The first time, see, was back in the beginning."
"The beginning?"
"Of the Wars." He said it like she was stupid. "Not long after the dragons came. Maybe a year. Maybe more. I was a kid then. Don't remember much."
Rain guessed he'd been in his teens and had probably spent the entire time since then drunk. It was a wonder he hadn't completely pickled his brains.
"Okay, so what did you see? Back then."
He frowned, scrunching up his face. "I was still living in the city back then. There were a few of us left in the cities. The ones that didn't get nuked. We scrounged around for food, avoided the drags and the Marines. They weren't like the Marines from Before, you know."
"I've heard."
He nodded. "Before, the Marines were good men. Honorable. Not anymore." He shook his head sadly. "Not anymore."
"The bodies?" she prompted.
He drained his cup and held it out for a refill. Rain obliged and Dave continued. "Well, one day I was in some store or other trying to find something to eat when I heard the humvees. I knew it was Marines so I hid. I watched. They had a couple big trucks with 'em filled with bodies in black body bags."
"Clean up, maybe?" Rain suggested. It would make sense to clean up the bodies. Prevent disease.
Dugan shook his head. "You got to understand, back then we didn't bother with the bodies. There were just too damn many of them to bury anymore. Mostly we just burned 'em or left 'em to rot. Didn't have much choice. And the military was too busy fighting to bother about bodies. The cities had mostly been abandoned anyway.
"In any case, I overheard some of them talking. They kept on saying something about somebody named Barnes needing more bodies. That was the start of it."
Barnes. Figured. "You saw them again?"
"Sure thing. It was years later, mind you. Before I came to this place. I was passing through a compound east of here a ways. We were attacked by a drag. Killed half dozen fighters. Men and women." He stared into his beer for a moment before taking a drink and continuing.
"The Marines showed up less than an hour after the drag was finally killed. They did their usual confiscation of supplies and then they took the bodies." He looked a little pale as he hunched over his drink. "Didn't matter that there was kids crying and people screaming and whatnot. They just took 'em and left."
Just like Sutter after she'd killed the dragon back at the compound. "You see them after that?"
"Couple years ago. I was out on one of my supply runs and I came across a small compound further north a piece. I only caught the tail end. I passed the Marines on the road. They had a couple body bags in the back of their humvee. I assumed it was their own men, but the people at the compound said it was two of their fighters got killed by the drag. I knew them Marines was up to their old tricks. People like to think the Marines only take live recruits, but I'm telling you, they do something unholy with those bodies."
***
"You barely got out alive last time, and you want to go back?"
"I don't think we have any choice, Micah. If we want to find out what's happening, we have to go back in." Rain paced the length of their tiny room in the church basement. After what she'd heard from Dave Dugan, she was ready to hit the Marine base yesterday.
Micah reluctantly nodded in agreement. "You're right. I don't like it, but you're right."
She knelt next to him on the bed. "I'll be fine. This time it will be different. This time I have you with me."
He pulled her against him and gave her a thorough kiss. "I'm glad you have such faith in me." His voice was wry.
"Why shouldn't I," she said with a grin. "You're a Warrior. Genetically altered for speed and strength and stamina."
"Did you say stamina?" He leered at her which made her laugh.
"Oh, yeah, definitely stamina."
"Tomorrow we head to the base. Tonight, I'll show you the true meaning of stamina." His leer turned to something much more heated.
"If you insist." Rain's voice came out a little more breathless than she intended.
"Oh, I do." His hands found their way under the hem of her t-shirt and up towards her breasts which suddenly ached for his touch. "I most definitely do."
***
"Looks clear." Rain lowered the binocs.
"They'll be out hunting for hours yet. There will only be a skeleton crew at the base. If we're going to go, it better be now." Micah lay next to her in the dust of the hillside overlooking the Marine base.
She nodded. "Once we get rid of the sentry, there shouldn't be any problem getting into the base through that hatch I found. Problem is finding the sentry." She scanned the hillside, but there was too much brush, too many rocks. He could be hiding anywhere.
"He'll be in the same spot the other one was."
"Oh, come on. They can't be that stupid."
"It's not stupidity so much as arrogance." Micah shrugged. "You've got to understand, the Marines are the biggest bad-asses left on the planet, or at least this little corner of it. They've got the weapons and the warriors to fight the drags. They take what they want, when they want. They don't consider you or anyone else a threat."
"I knocked out their guard. Snuck onto their base. And I escaped."
"I know how these people think, Rain. They'll assume you got lucky. That you won't do it again, and that no one else would think of it."
She snorted. "Guess they got that wrong."
He was right. They found the sentry in the very same spot where she'd discovered the first one. The second one was rendered unconscious just as easily, too. Micah gave him one solid punch to the jaw and it was lights out. This time they had the materials to tie him up and gag him. They had until the next shift when he was sure to be discovered.
Micah stopped her before they entered the hatch. "We go for the documents first. We find out what they're up to. Then we go get Sutter. Got it?"
She scowled at him, but agreed. Unfortunately, it made perfect sense. They couldn't very well haul Sutter's remains around with them while searching the base.
It was a heck of a lot easier traversing the air ducts now that she knew the way. Not to mention they had the proper equipment with them. Getting from the air shaft ladder into the air duct itself was a breeze when there were ropes involved.
Micah took the lead guiding them away from the air shaft and deeper into the base. Rain caught glimpses of rooms through the vents they passed: Labs, sleeping quarters, a gym. Everything spotlessly clean and polished to a shine. She was beginning to think the Marines had too much time on their hands. The people of Sanctuary and Fossil were way too busy fighting drags and trying to stay alive to keep things so neat.
"Here." Micah's voice was hardly more than a whisper. "This is one of the oldest sections of the base. They started cannibalizing the systems for parts a decade ago, so no one comes down here anymore. This is where they keep the records."
Rain pressed her face to the mesh of the grate. The hallway below was barely lit by a single flickering light tube. It cast an odd, sickly glow over the place. Cobwebs floated on a phantom breeze sending eerie shadows dancing along the walls. She repressed a shudder.
Rain tested the grate. It held firm. But this time she had what she needed. The two of them made fast work of the screws. They quietly removed the grate before lowering themselves into the hallway.
"This way." Micah led them further down the hall. "This is it."
"How can you tell?"
"I know this base like the back of my hand."
She gave him a doubtful look.
"Plus the 'R' on the door stands for 'Records'."
She rolled her eyes. "You're such a dope."
The door, not surprisingly, was locked. Micah dug around in his pack and pulled out a screwdriver, a hammer, and what looked like a kitchen towel.
Rain raised her eyebrow. "Plan on doing some repair work?"
He laughed. "Watch."
He wrapped the kitchen towel around the handle of the screwdriver then placed the screwdriver blade in the lock. He gave the screwdriver a sharp tap with the hammer, the towel muffling the sound. A couple more taps and the lock fell out of the knob and hit the floor with a thunk. Micah flashed her a smile and swung open the door. "Milady."
The room beyond was pitch black. She couldn't even see her hand in front of her face. Rain rustled around in her own bag and pulled out a small pot. She gave it a good shake until it started glowing. The glow had a faint green tinge to it.
"You have glow sticks?" Micah sounded surprised.
"Glow pots. One of the guys makes them. Why?"
"Huh. Used to use those at raves. Well, something like them, anyway."
"Rave? What's a rave? It doesn't sound very nice."
He laughed at that. "Guess that depended which side of the rave you were standing on."
"I have no idea what you're talking about."
He smiled. "Don't worry. I'll explain later. For now we should get to work."
"Do you have any idea what we're looking for?"
"Not really." He shook his head. "Dave said he saw the Marines taking dead bodies shortly after the Wars started, right?"
She nodded. "Yeah. He said the first time was about a year after. I guess 1 or 2 ADW."
"No, the Marines still used the old calendar back them. 2013 or 2014 is the place to start. Maybe there will be some kind of record. A memo, something to tell us what they were up to."
"Won't they hear us? The Marines or the scientists?"
He shook his head. "Naw. The closest occupied area is the labs and there are several corridors between us and them. Long as we don't strike up a brass band, we should be fine."
Rain frowned. "A brass what?"
Micah grinned. "Just, keep it down."
There were stacks upon stacks of boxes, all labeled with mysterious strings of numbers and letters. Rain had no idea where to even begin, so she grabbed one and flipped the top off.
Inside were dozens of cream-colored folders stuffed with papers and photos, just like the one she once found on Micah. She pulled one of the files and flipped it open. The file was much more recent than what they were looking for, but the contents gave her pause.
It contained photos and handwritten reports of a compound about one week to the west of Fossil. The reports detailed the number of fighters in the compound, the weapons available, and the supplies right down to how many barrels of home brewed beer. There were even notations on guard rotations and tracks.
She frowned and grabbed another file. The contents were eerily similar, but for a different compound due east. The notes were in the same neat handwriting. There was even a hand-drawn map showing escape routes and secret rooms. Apparently the people of the compound had attempted hiding their provisions, but somebody found out and reported it. How could the Marines know all this stuff?
Each folder detailed additional compounds and contained the similar grainy photographs and notes in the same handwriting. There was only one answer. The Marines had to have a spy.
And yet the folders were all at least ten years old. Maybe older. She pulled out the final one and flipped it open. Her heart nearly stopped.
It was thinner than the others. There was only one written note detailing external fortifications and approximate number of fighters. But there was a photo. And the photo showed a compound she knew very well, indeed: Sanctuary.
"Micah?"
"Yeah." He was at her side immediately.
"What's all this?"
He flipped through a couple of the folders. "Yeah, I heard about this. Some of the older guys talking. It was before my time, though." He hesitated. "It was before I remember, anyway. The base used to have an agent who would go around to the compounds and glean information. Someone civilians would never expect. A woman. Apparently she disappeared ten years ago. They assumed either the drags got her or one of the compounds discovered her and had her executed."
"Do you remember her name?" Rain's teeth were clenched.
"No, sorry, I don't. But I do think these are her reports."
Rain knew they were. She also didn't need Micah to tell her the name of the Marine's informant. She knew without a doubt who the spy had been. Sutter's wife, Megan.
***
Sifting through the dusty boxes was dirty, monotonous work. Rain couldn't help worrying that they'd be caught any moment, despite Micah's assurances to the contrary.
She hadn't been entirely surprised to find out Megan had been a spy for the Marines. It actually made a lot of sense. And the woman's inane babbling during the dragon attack also finally made sense. She'd expected the Marine's to save her. Ironically, in the end it had been Megan's death which had saved Sanctuary.
If Megan had finished her report, the Marines would have known about all of Sanctuary's hiding places. They would have cleaned the compound out long ago. Not to mention that they would have easily found Micah and her when they came looking.
As Rain heaved another ratty cardboard box off the pile, it split open spilling folders all over the floor. "Dammit," she hissed. Frustration colored her voice. She'd about had it. She was a Tracker, not some kind of... record keeper person.
"Here, let me help." Micah put down his own stack of folders and knelt to help her. As he began sorting through the mess he suddenly froze.
"What is it, Micah?"
Silently he handed her a file. It was brown and brittle with age. The musty smell stung her nose.
She carefully opened it and glanced at the first page. What she read took her breath away. "They did it on purpose?" Her voice came out a little shaky. "They made those things and set them on us deliberately?"
Pain shadowed his eyes. "Yes."
"Did you know?"
He shook his head. "No. I was a lowly Corporal when the war started. The rank of First Lieutenant was a field commission. There's no way they'd share that kind of information with anyone below the rank of five star general."
She got that. She really did. Because what they'd discovered was beyond horrifying.
The US Military had created the dragons on purpose, as experimental weapons of mass destruction. As if that weren't bad enough, they'd let them loose on purpose.
***
"We need to find Barnes." Rain was pacing up and down the narrow aisle between the boxes. Fury rode her, making her movements choppy.
"I agree. If anyone knows what happened back then, it would be Barnes." Micah leaned against the wall of the store room, his casual stance belying his own anger. He'd woken to a world destroyed by the drags only to find out the military he'd loved and served had created the destruction. It was not a comfortable pill to swallow. "I still can't believe the men I followed and admired did this."
She raised an eyebrow. "I'm not. You've seen how these Marines operate."
"It wasn't like that back then, Rain. The military served the people. Protected them. They didn't steal from them."
She snorted.
He heaved a sigh. No point arguing with her. In her world the uniform meant nothing but trouble. "Come on, then. Let's go find Barnes."
"And Sutter. I promised."
He nodded. "And Sutter." But he feared it was too late.
They slipped out the store room door and into the deserted hall with its creepy lighting, or lack thereof. Unlike the rest of the spit-and-polished base, this section had definitely been left to rot. Strangely, Rain felt more at home in this part of the base than in the other parts she'd "visited."
Rain tried to lead, but Micah held her back. "Let me."
She grimaced, but let him go first. If they came across any Marines, he certainly had a better chance fighting them off than she did.
He led them through more dim, empty hallways strung with cobwebs and coated in dust. Up and down random flights of stairs they trekked, through creaking doors and empty rooms until at last they came to a door marked "Private." Slowly Micah pushed the door open.
"It's the back way into Barnes's lab," Rain whispered in surprise. "How on earth did you find it? Looks like no one's been back this way in ages."
"They haven't."
"Then how did you know about it?"
He frowned.
"What? What is it?"
"Jones."
"Jones?" She was starting to sound like a broken record.
He frowned harder, trying to pull up the memory. "He used to hide back there to smoke. Until the drags got him."
"Who is Jones? Was Jones, I mean."
He shook his head. "I don't know. I never met him."
The look she gave him was one of pure confusion. "Excuse me?"
He sighed. "I don't know. I sometimes get these little flashes of this guy. Of his life. But I don't know him. It's almost like a dream. He's not the only one, either."
"Uh, okay. Why didn't you mention it before?" It was all a little too bizarre for her.
He shrugged. "Didn't seem important."
She rolled her eyes. "Let's find Barnes. We'll worry about this Jones person later."
He nodded absently and followed her into the morgue. Rain hurried to the banks of drawers along one of the walls. She pulled open the drawer where Sutter's body lay. It was empty.
"But he was here. Right here." She began pulling open other drawers. Most of them were empty. A few held bodies, but none of them were Sutter. "Where is he? What have they done with him?"
Micah pulled her away. "It's too late, Rain. He's gone."
"If Barnes has been experimenting on him ..."
"You said he was pretty badly burned. They probably ended up burying him." More likely they threw his remains out like trash, but she didn't need to know that. "Let's find Barnes. Get some answers so we can get out of here."
She nodded, but she still looked a bit shell-shocked. She turned and headed into the lab with him hot on her heels.
Barnes glanced up from his microscope. "Ah, so you've come back. And brought my boy with you. Excellent." His hand reached for the radio on the bench next to him, but Micah was too fast. He snatched it away before Barnes could use it to call for backup.
Barnes blinked at Micah, a clear look of astonishment across his face. "Goodness me. This is an interesting development."
"The conditioning is broken, Barnes. I got my memory back." Mostly.
"So I see."
Micah glowered at the scientist. "You lied, Barnes. Remembering didn't kill me. There's plenty of room for the memories and the Warrior training."
"Of course I lied, you imbecile," Barnes said with no small amount of exasperation. "Without conditioning, how were we supposed to control you? With your memories and emotions intact, however would we have made you do what we needed you to do?" He explained it as though it was the most logical thing in the world and they were just being silly.
Micah snarled and gave Barnes a little shake. Rain laid her hand on Micah's arm, as though willing him to calm down. He knew she was right. They needed answers from Barnes, much as he'd like to strangle the man. Micah finally let go of the scientist and stepped back.
"I want to know what you've done with Sutter," Rain demanded.
Barnes frowned. "Sutter?"
"My friend. He was here last time I was. In one of your drawers."
Barnes shook his head in genuine bafflement. "I'm sorry I don't know what you're talking about."
"Drawer thirteen. He was burned..." Her voice choked. "He was burned pretty bad."
"Ah." Barnes peered at her through his glasses. "I am sorry, my dear, but his body wasn't viable. We, ah, cremated him."
"Is that a joke?" she snapped.
"No. We finished what the dragons had started. Is that not the way of your people?" Barnes gave them an innocent look. Micah didn't buy it for one second.
Rain deflated. "Yeah, that's our way."
"Well, then." Barnes started to turn back to his work.
"I'm not finished with you," Rain snarled.
He heaved an exasperated sigh. "Very well. How else may I help you?"
"Tell us about the dragons."
Again the expression of bafflement. "I don't understand. You probably know as much about the dragons as I do. Maybe more."
"We know the military created them as a WMD." Micah finally spoke up. He was through playing Barnes's game. He was well aware that the longer they waited, the more likely it was they'd be discovered. Barnes knew it too.
"Yes, that's true," Barnes admitted. "Stroke of genius, really. A completely eco-friendly way of destroying one's enemies. I wish I would have thought of it."
"You didn't?"
"No. They brought me in later to fix their mess." He shook his head. "Typical."
"What was their mess? Exactly." Micah crossed his arms over his chest.
Barnes shook his head. "The idiots thought it would be a grand idea to test their new weapon. So, they let loose a couple of dragons on some village in the Middle East. Stupid idiots didn't bother to insure they had any sort of safety measures in place."
"I take it the drags didn't just kill who they were supposed to." Rain piped up.
"Of course not. They're wild animals, essentially. Reptilian, to be specific. They destroyed the village and moved on to the next. Of course the locals were a bit up in arms and tried using missiles on them, to no avail. Next thing we knew, half the continent had been destroyed by dragon fire and the other half by nuclear weapons. It was a disaster. And then the dragons did another thing they weren't supposed to do."
"What was that?"
"They started breeding." Dr. Barnes took his glasses off, polished them on his tattered lab coat and popped them back on. "The original team of scientists had the brilliant idea to add a specific instruction into the dragons' DNA sequence, one that forced them to mature at an accelerated rate. In a matter of months we went from two dragons to dozens and with drags nearly impossible to kill with conventional weapons ..." He shrugged.
There was no need to finish the thought. They all knew what had happened.
"The only reason the world wasn't overrun by dragons was that future generations of dragons matured at a normal rate giving humans a fighting chance. Lucky break, I suppose." Barnes said.
"So they brought you in to stop the drags?" Micah asked.
"Oh, no. It was far too late for me to do anything about stopping the dragons. They brought me in to create someone who could."
Micah frowned. "Who was that?"
Barnes beamed at him. "Why, you, of course."



Chapter Eighteen

"What do you mean?" Rain slipped her hand into Micah's, giving it a small squeeze. "What did you do to Micah?"
"We were losing the war. The entire military had been decimated. Even nuclear warheads had no effect on the drags. We needed a new kind of weapon and a new kind of warrior, so they hired me to do just that."
"And how ... how did you do it?" Micah's voice cracked with emotion.
Barnes shrugged and sank down onto a nearby stool. "The one thing on the planet that could cut through dragon scale was diamonds. Some D & D yahoo made a sword based on the old claymores the Scottish Highlanders used to carry in battle. Only he edged the thing in diamond shards. Worked like a charm. Problem was an ordinary man couldn't wield the thing long enough to be effective without getting himself killed."
"But you obviously solved the problem," Rain said.
"Of course. What we needed were Super Soldiers. Men strong enough, fast enough and with enough stamina to wield the diamond blades against the dragons. Not to mention smart enough to stay alive. So, we did a little gene splicing here and a few hormone injections there and some chemical brain surgery and voila!"
"Brain surgery?" Rain was truly horrified. They'd messed with Micah's brain?
"Well, yes. In a way. In order to be effective, the soldier had to be fearless and free of past loyalties, focused entirely on destroying dragons. The only way to do that was to erase all memory and replace it with the drive to kill. The most effective way of achieving that was with a combination of chemical and physical brainwashing, if you will."
The thought made Rain sick. She glanced at Micah. He was pale as a ghost. She couldn't blame him. "What about this gene splicing thing?"
"Ah, that," Barnes looked pleased she'd asked. "That was easy enough. We've been playing with genetic manipulation for decades. After several disasters I finally found the right method. They provided a brilliant specimen, a real hero." He nodded at Micah. "I simply added a bit here and there to make him perfect."
"You mean you added parts of other people?" Rain couldn't help the tone of horror that crept into her voice.
"Well, the DNA of other people, yes."
"Was one of them named Jones?" Micah's voice was hoarse.
Barnes thought for a moment, tugging slightly at his lower lip. "Yes, now you mention it. Intelligent young man. Unusually fast reflexes. Terrible nicotine habit. He was killed in action nearly two decades ago, but not before I was able to harvest his DNA."
He beamed at them as though he'd done something spectacularly wonderful. Rain just felt sick. And if the look on Micah's face was anything to go by, so did he.
Barnes rubbed his hands together. "And now you've returned him to me, I can finish what I started."
"Excuse me?" Rain couldn't quite believe what she was hearing.
"He's good, of course, our Micah, but he's not the perfect soldier. Not yet."
"I don't think so, Barnes. You're not getting anywhere near my DNA. Not again."
"Oh, my dear boy, you don't have a choice," Barnes explained, as though to a child. "You don't honestly think the radio is the only way I can signal the meatheads, do you? Goodness, I wouldn't have believed you two quite so dimwitted as that. Corporal!" he raised his voice on the last.
The door swung open revealing three very large Marines. Rain thought they looked familiar, but then all the Marines pretty much looked alike to her. She glanced at Micah. His face was expressionless, but his jaw was clenched tight and a vein throbbed in his temple. He was pissed as hell.
"Do you think we can take them?" Rain kept her voice low, her eyes locked on the Marines. She'd taken down two of them last time she was here, but that was one-on-one and she'd had the element of surprise. No such luck this time.
"I can take two if you take the other one."
"Done. What about Barnes?"
"We'll deal with him later." The tone of his voice said he clearly thought Barnes not worth thinking about.
Rain wasn't so sure. The scientist may not have been a fighter, but he was clever and ever so slightly crazy. She wouldn't be at all surprised if he had a gun or something stashed away.
The three Marines started across the lab. Out of the corner of her eye Rain saw Micah shift slightly to the left, putting space between them. As expected, the two biggest ones headed toward Micah while the slightly smaller one headed her way. Obviously they assumed she was the lesser threat. Physically they weren't wrong.
Rain bent her knees slightly, shifting her weight to the balls of her feet. Sutter had taught her to fight, but Padre Pedro had taught her to dance. Sometimes dancing got you a lot further than fighting. Something the meathead facing her was about to learn.
He wasn't stupid enough to think she'd come easy, but he was stupid enough to underestimate her. He watched her for a split second as she stood, lightly balanced, unmoving. Then he lunged, swinging his fist straight for her jaw.
She leaned to the side, letting his fist whiz past her face. She could feel the air displacement kiss her cheek, he was that close. The jab she gave him to the kidneys would have hardly been felt by the huge man. She just didn't have the strength to get through his muscle mass. Except for the brass knuckles she'd slipped onto her hands. Another gift from Sutter.
The Marine let out a gasp and staggered slightly, thrown off balance by the surprising pain of her punch. Rain smiled a little. She was faster and stronger than she looked, reflexes honed from years tracking the high desert, and the brass knuckles gave her an edge against the bigger man.
The Marine hauled off and threw another punch which she easily avoided. She cast a quick glance at Micah. Watching him fight the two other men was like watching poetry in motion. Every move he made was fluid grace, faster and more powerful than anyone she'd ever seen. Too bad she didn't have time to watch him properly. Instead she was busy avoiding the boot that lashed out to sweep her off her feet.
Round and round they went, the Marine throwing punches and Rain avoiding them. One hit from those giant fists of his and she knew she'd be down for the count.
Then she caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye. Barnes. But he wasn't going for a gun. He was going for a syringe. Again. Man, the guy just didn't learn.
She kept Barnes in the corner of her eye while keeping up the dance with the Marine. They were both tiring which meant it had to end soon.
She sensed more than saw Barnes sneaking up on her. In one flowing move, she grabbed the Marine by the lapels as he lunged for her and used his own momentum to swing him around just as Barnes brought down the hypodermic.
The naked needle plunged into the Marine's back, sending whatever poison Barnes had cooked up shooting straight into the man's system. The reaction was nearly instantaneous. The Marine crumpled to the ground at Rain's feet. His body spasmed, foam bubbling from his mouth.
Barnes stared at Rain, eyes wide. Rain just smiled. "Your turn, doctor."
Barnes turned and fled.
She cast a glance over at Micah who obviously didn't need her help. One Marine was on the floor, still as death. The other was up and fighting, but he didn't look like he'd last long.
Rain took off down the hall after Barnes. If he got away, he'd be free to pull this crap all over again.
She caught sight of the tail of his lab coat disappearing around the corner ahead. Her boots thudded against the concrete floor as she raced after him. Right into the middle of a group of Marines.
"Shit!"
They looked as surprised as she felt. She whirled and ran back down the hall, the Marines bellowing after her.
She darted into the lab and slammed the door, throwing the lock. Micah had the second man down.
"We better get out of here. There's half a platoon of Marines on my ass."
He nodded and grabbed one of the heavy shelves, heaving it across the door. "That ought to slow them down."
Rain laughed as they headed back the way they'd come. At the door she paused. "Wait here a minute." She disappeared back into the lab.
Micah heard the crash of breaking glass and then the acrid smell of smoke. Rain reappeared, a smug look on her face. He raised a brow. "He's probably got plenty of equipment elsewhere, you know. Barnes isn't stupid. He's sure to have backups of his work."
"No use making it easy for him. Besides, it'll really piss him off."
He laughed at that. Then he took her hand as they both sped down the dark, dusty hallway. The fire raged behind them.
***
"I knew them Marines were up to no good. I told you!" Dave Dugan's strident voice cut through the chatter in Hank's bar. "But, no. You wouldn't listen to me. Crazy drunk Dave Dugan, you said. Don't know which day it is, you said. Well, you know what's up now, don'tcha!"
Micah and Rain had returned to Fossil. The first thing Albie did when they told her what they'd learned was call a town meeting.
"Come on, Dave, sit back down." Albie patted his arm. "You were right and we were wrong. We know that now. But there's no use in gloating. What we need now is a plan."
"A plan? What do you mean by a plan?" a young woman spoke up from one of the tables in the front. She was clutching a baby to her breast, her narrow face prematurely creased with worry lines.
Albie wheeled on her. "We can't leave those Marines to run amuck any more. It's just plain wrong."
"But they ain't messed with us," the young woman insisted. "We shouldn't invite trouble." It was clear her greatest worry was for her child.
"You think they're gonna leave us alone? Once they run out of other compounds and villages, what do you think they're gonna do?"
"But they don't know we're here," an older man pointed out.
"That's true," Albie admitted. "But do you honestly think they won't notice us once there's no one else? Besides which, if we let them keep at it like this, what'll be left for us? For our children?"
"We can't fight the dragons and the Marines both. The Marines are our only chance against the drags." Someone spoke up from the back.
Rain had finally had enough. "That's not true. I killed my first dragon at seventeen and I've killed two more of the beasts since then. If I can do it, so can you.
"The only reason the Marines stand a chance against the drags is because they have Dragon Warriors. Now we have one of our own, and there are others out there on other bases. Dragon Warriors who will join us once they learn the truth. Once they remember who they are. "
"We can't kill all the dragons even with the Warriors," someone else insisted. "There are just too damn many of them. How can we get rid of them all without planes and boats and all those things we used to have?"
"We don't have to kill all of the dragons in the world," she explained. "We only have to kill the ones here. To make this place safe for us and our children."
"And what's to stop more drags from moving in?"
"Bodies," Rain said with a smile.
Everyone stared at her like she'd grown a second head. She laughed.
"Drags won't come near the remains of their own dead, remember? It's been twenty-five years and still they won't go near the valley of Caine's Last Stand. The only thing left there is bones. So, we kill a few dragons and spread their bodies around. Burn them down to bone and then we've got the perfect dragon repellent."
She stared hard at the crowd. "Our only chance against these monsters is to stop the Marines first. Stop them from taking our best fighters. Stop them from taking our supplies." She frowned. "Stop them from taking our dead."
Micah squeezed her shoulder. She took comfort in his touch. "Once the Marines are finished and the Dragon Warriors are on our side, we can finish off the drags. We can continue to hunt down and destroy drag eggs so there won't be so many to deal with in the future, but our main focus for now should be stopping the Marines."
"I agree." An old man, bent with age, worked his way slowly to the front. "These abominations calling themselves "Marines" are a travesty. A blight on our world worse than those dragons. I was a Marine. A real Marine back in the days when that word meant something. These bastards make me sick. It's time we finished them once and for all!" He thumped his cane against the wooden floor and gave the room a hard stare out of watery eyes. Rain had no doubt he'd have picked up rifle and gone after the Marines himself, given half a chance.
There was dead silence. Then Albie started to clap. Hank followed her lead and soon the rest of the bar was clapping and cheering.
"Well, Rain, looks like you got yourself a Resistance." Micah's breath was warm against the back of her neck, sending shivers along her spine.
She smiled and leaned against hard warmth of him. "No Warrior, what we've got is a Revolution."
***
Deep inside the Marine base a pair of eyes snapped open in the dark. Eyes once chocolate brown now shone an eerie green.
A familiar scent teased his nose. Fragments of memory sifted through his mind like shards of glass.
Where was he?
Who was he?
The pain was nearly intolerable.
He tried to lift an arm, but he couldn't move. He was strapped down to a hard, cold surface.
Pain, anger, frustration. He opened his mouth to scream, but what came out was not the scream of a man. It was the cry of a dragon.
The End...
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Chapter One

Deep inside the Marine base a pair of eyes snapped open in the dark. Eyes that had once been chocolate brown now shone an eerie green, elongated pupils turning darkness into virtual daylight. 
A familiar scent teased his nose. Fragments of memory sifted through his mind like shards of glass, quickly swept away. 
Where was he?
Who was he?
The pain was nearly intolerable. His stomach rolled with nausea.
The surface beneath his bare back was hard, cold. The tang of metal teased his flaring nostrils. He struggled to lift an arm, but he couldn't move. His arms and legs were strapped down.
Pain, anger, frustration. He opened his mouth to scream, but what came out was not the scream of a man. It was the cry of a dragon.
The man he had once been felt fear. The dragon inside him knew only hunger.
A face appeared, bug-like eyes peering at him through thick lenses. Yellowed teeth flashed in a pale face, a semblance of a smile. "Oh, good. You're awake. Phase One of testing can begin. Don't worry. It won't hurt. Much." 
***
Rain Mauri pushed a sweat-soaked lock of hair out of her face and eyed the two lines of recruits. The temperature inside Fossil's old school gym was unbearably hot. Still, they'd face worse than this in battle. 
"Again! This time like you mean it." 
The recruits paired off into sparring partners. They circled around each other as she had taught them, fists and feet flying as they sparred. Rain glanced over to the other side of the gym where Micah was teaching his group the fine art of knife fighting.
"Our enemy relies on guns," he was telling them. "Guns and superior firepower. They don't understand intelligence, cunning, and close combat fighting. Forget what you may have heard about the military of the past. These men aren't military. They are bullies." Micah paced back and forth like a regular general. "And you know what we do to bullies?"
"We pound their asses, sir!" the group chimed back with cheeky grins and a couple of muffled giggles.
Hiding her own smile, Rain turned back to her group. They were coming along surprisingly well. 
Even Albie had insisted on learning a few moves. "They'll never see me coming," she'd cackled. "Innocent little old lady."
The "little old lady" had a hell of an arm with a Molotov cocktail. Rain would have loved to see her with a grenade launcher. Scary.
"Okay, folks, gather 'round. Micah and I are going to show you a few techniques that might come in handy if you have to get up close and personal with a Marine." Rain waved the recruits around her into a circle while Micah's group joined them. "Remember, these guys will show you no mercy. They won't care who you are or what you've done. They don't give a shit that you've got a family to take care of, or that you're the best lookout in town. They will take what they want and if you're lucky, they might leave you alive. If not," she let her voice trail off, eying the recruits closely. She could tell by their grim expressions they knew exactly what she was talking about. Rain gave Micah a nod. "You're up."
"All right boys and girls. Watch and learn." 
Micah lunged at her so fast Rain barely had time to dodge out of the way. Still, he managed to snag the back of her shirt. With one hard yank he had her against his chest, his right arm around her throat cutting off her airway.
On instinct, Rain let her body go limp, sagging in his arms like dead weight. The minute his arm loosened, she rammed her elbow back and caught him in the stomach. If she'd been in any real danger, she would have rammed something else entirely. As it was, she had no intention of damaging that particular part of Micah's anatomy.
As he staggered a little from the blow, Rain slipped out of his hold. She didn't get far before he swept out one leg and knocked her feet out from under her. She landed on her back with a thud that almost drove the wind out of her as he scrambled on top her.
Wrapping her legs around Micah's waist Rain used her body weight and his momentum to flip them over so she was on top. But like any Marine, he was much bigger than her. Rain knew she didn't stand a change on the ground, so she leaped up and away only to find herself once again being grabbed from behind.
With a quick twist of her body she was facing Micah. A kick between the legs followed by a quick slam of knee to the face and it was all over. 
Granted she hadn't put any real force behind it. It was all for show, but the recruits clapped and whistled like it was the real thing.
"Remind me never to sneak up on you in a dark alley," Micah grumbled, but with a note of amusement. 
"Oh, you can sneak up on me in a dark alley any time, pretty boy," she said with a waggle of her eyebrows. 
He just snorted at that as he clambered to his feet. "Okay, gang, who wants to try the techniques Rain just showed you?"
Several hands raised and waved in the air. "You. Marni, is it?" Rain asked one of the girls in the front of the group.
The girl rolled her eyes. "Melia." The kid didn't look a day over thirteen. A profusion of freckles sprinkled across her nose and her big hazel eyes looked far too innocent for a girl who was learning how to kill. Still, this was the world they lived in, much as it sucked.
Rain was about to pick another one of the girls to spar with Melia when a piercing shriek set her teeth on edge. Everyone else froze, looks of abject horror on their faces.
"Shit. Proximity alarm. Everyone to your assigned places, now. Move it!" She grabbed Melia's arm before the girl could move. Rain wasn't entirely familiar with the differences in the alarms yet, though she had a bad feeling she knew what this one meant. "Marines?" Shit, that was all they needed.
The girl gulped and shook her head. "No, ma'am. Dragons."
Dragons? In broad daylight? 
As the girl scurried after the rest of the townspeople, Rain's eyes sought Micah. He looked just as baffled as she felt. Dragons didn't go out in daylight. Granted, there was the young dragon that had attacked her and Father Pedro at sunset several months ago, but that was an aberration. 
The gym emptied out, each one of the residents of Fossil hurrying to their assigned posts leaving Micah and Rain alone. Rain grabbed her bow and arrows while Micah strapped on his diamond-edged sword, the mark of a Dragon Warrior. 
"Albie told me Fossil hasn't had a dragon attack in years," Rain told Micah as they strode across the worn floor of the gym. "Not since the early days of the Dragon Wars. Why now? And in broad daylight, too. Drags never hunt in daylight."
They were night creatures. It would be like a bat deciding to fly out for a snack of mosquitoes at high noon. It was against nature. 
Micah's expression was grim. "That's what I want to know. Fossil has stayed hidden from both the drags and the Marines for decades. And now, just as we're preparing to make our stand... "
"The drags aren't intelligent, are they? We weren't wrong about that. Were we?" Rain thumbed her bow as they crossed the floor. The possibility was horrifying.
"No." He shook his head emphatically. "I've gone up against too many of them. They're animals. Big, scary, dangerous animals, but animals none the less."
"Animals still think. Still hunt."
"Yeah, but they don't strategize. Not like people do," Micah pointed out.
"Then how did they find us after all this time, and how are they attacking in the middle of the day?" The very thought was almost beyond comprehension. Dragons were day blind. What on earth would drive one to hunt in the middle of the day?
"That's what I mean to find out. Let's go."
With a nod, Rain stepped out of the building into the heat of the afternoon. It was high summer and the sun hung bright and merciless overhead. She could see heat waves shimmering off what remained of the pockmarked, asphalt street. Not a single breath of wind stirred. It had to be well over one hundred degrees in the shade. Any reptile worth its salt would be sunning itself on a rock somewhere, not attacking a town full of people. It just didn't make sense.
She snagged her dark glasses out of her pocket and popped them on, but they slid down her sweat slicked nose. Annoyed, she shoved them back up silently vowing to have one of the town mechanics take a stab at tightening the hinges up later. "We need to get to the tower."
Micah nodded and headed through the deserted streets toward the old church. There hadn't been a service there in well over two decades, but the bell tower had the best vantage point in town. Not only that, but it was the headquarters of Fossil's new resistance movement. Such as it was.
Micah took the stairs of the tower two at a time, unfazed by the exertion or the heat. Rain followed close on his heels. She'd rather be headed down to the cool of the basement. The tower just got hotter the higher they went, the dry air sucking the moisture from her lungs. One of the downsides of living in the high desert. 
"Report," Micah bellowed the minute they hit the top floor of the tower.
Rain kept her expression stoic, but inside she was grinning like an idiot. He was damn sexy when he went all commandeering. 
"Over here." Jeb Thornton waved from the east side of the tower. 
Micah strode across the floor toward the man while Rain carefully kept to the edges of the room. The bell had long since vanished and the hole in the floor had been boarded up, but Rain still felt nervous about walking across the middle of the tower. She could just imagine the boards giving way, plunging someone to a hideous death on the floor below. She wasn't about to be that someone.
The three of them crouched by the east window. At first Rain saw nothing out of the ordinary. The town lay silent under a layer of dust and a shimmer of heat, a few scraggly trees offering dubious escape from the unrelenting sun. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed.
Then she saw it out beyond the edge of town, wings outstretched against the summer sky: Dragon. It wheeled in lazy loops, plunging toward the ground before swooping back up into the sky. Almost like it was... playing.
"What the hell?" Her voice came out a whisper even though she knew the drag couldn't hear her at that distance.
"It's been doing that since we spotted it," Jeb said with a nod toward the creature. "Just swooping around like a freaking ballerina." 
Rain had never seen a ballerina, not in real life. Though when she was growing up back at Sanctuary, Padre Pedro had broken out an old disc of The Nutcracker every year for Yule and insisted they all watch it. She'd loved it when she was little, but the older she got the more frustrated she grew with the promise of a fairy tale that never happened. Rain supposed the dragon's flight did bear a strange resemblance to that elegant dance.
"Has it noticed the town at all?" Micah's eyes never left the wheeling dragon.
"Nope." Jeb shook his graying head, a frown deepening the lines bracketing his mouth and eyes. "Hasn't paid it any attention. Not even when the alarms went off. Of course, we changed the pitch like you said, so I guess it worked."
That was something Micah had taught them. While the drags had incredibly keen hearing, there was a deaf spot, a small window within human hearing that the dragons couldn't sense. He'd been working with some of the townspeople, including Jeb, to apply that to Fossil's proximity alarms. Smart. 
Rain glanced over at Micah, his sapphire-blue eyes completely focused on the dragon flying out over the desert. "So, what do we do? We need more carcasses for the perimeter."
That was their plan: Line the perimeter of Fossil with drag bodies. Dragons wouldn't go near their own dead, not even decades later. It had been her plan, actually. For while the town hadn't been attacked in years, things could always change. Today was proof of that. 
She could see Micah working it over in that brilliant mind of his. She wondered if he'd been so intelligent before, or if it had been the DNA splicing that had made him scary smart. Not that it mattered. He was Micah Caine and she was crazy in love with him. No matter what kind of wonky DNA he had.
"I think we should leave it for now." Micah's eyes were still locked on the beast. "No sense alerting it to our presence if we don't have to." He glanced over at Jeb. "Anything changes, I want to know immediately."
"Got it." Jeb went back to his surveillance while Rain and Micah headed down the tower steps.
"You sure?" She kept her voice low. While she had no problem questioning Micah when she thought it was warranted, she never did it in front of the troops. It was called solidarity. She'd learned that while Tracking with Sutter. Her heart gave a throb of pain and she quickly shoved aside thoughts of her dead friend. "We really could use more carcasses. And for all we know, that thing already has our scent. Besides, right now we've got the advantage."
"Hunting it would only use manpower and resources we can't afford right now. We've got a decent perimeter without it. If it gets any closer, we'll make it wish it hadn't."
They hit the bottom of the stairs and headed through the dim sanctuary of the church. Old tattered curtains hung like ghosts from long boarded up windows.
"Okay."
"Okay? That's it? You're not going to argue with me?" His tone was bemused.
Rain stopped, surprised by his response. Her eyes scanned his face. "Of course. Why are you surprised?"
His look of amusement did not escape her notice. "You're not exactly great at taking orders." He was obviously struggling to keep a smile off his lips.
She rolled her eyes. "Yeah, so I'm not very good at being bossed around, but you know these drags better than any of us. You know war better than any of us. If you think waiting is better, then we wait."
She couldn't quite read the expression on his face, but the next thing she knew she was in his arms. As always, his kiss sent a thrill through her body right down to her toes. She forgot all about the men on watch upstairs, the dragon outside, everything but the man holding her.
Her fingers tangled in his silky, dark hair as their tongues danced together. She didn't even bother holding back the little moan that escaped her throat. Micah Caine affected her like no other, and she didn't mind who knew.
"Thank you." Micah had drawn back just enough to speak, but his lips still hovered over hers, his breath warm against her skin.
"For what?" 
"For believing in me. Fighting for me. Never giving up on me." He pulled her closer, if that were even possible. "For loving me."
Rain smiled against his mouth and wrapped her arms tighter around his broad shoulders. "Always, Micah. Always."
And she meant every word. 



Chapter Two

Pain sliced through his temple as he struggled against the mighty beast, forcing it to his will. Patient 182 staggered, and nearly lost his control. Despite his relief at being out of that dark hell-hole that had become his home, the hours of mental exertion had left his whole body drooping with exhaustion.
"Stay focused. We're almost done. Keeping going." The commander stood nearby, urging him on. 
The commander's voice grated against 182's nerves and shattered his concentration. Plus, it was nearly impossible to think beyond the fear raging through his mind. Fear of the sun, fear of being blinded. Fear that wasn't his own, but belonged to another, very foreign mind.
182 let the beast go shrieking off into the night before sinking down against the side of the humvee. He had nothing left. Despite the commander's prodding, his lids fluttered and shut as he slid gratefully into unconsciousness.
***
"Anything?" 
Jeb shook his head at Rain's question as he sank wearily into the chair across from hers and Albie's. He looked exhausted. 
"Nope. The thing was out there for hours. Never once came near the town. It finally took off about an hour ago. I left Jinx on lookout." 
Hank clomped over and shoved a Mason jar at Jeb, the brownish liquid sloshing within the glass. Without a word Hank shuffled back to his place behind the bar and began polishing his collection of chipped glasses. Hank took his duties as bartender very seriously.
"Drink up," Albie urged Jeb. "Then get yourself some sleep. No telling when the fucktard bastard'll be back."
Rain didn't even bat an eyelash at the older woman's language. She was used to Albie's way with words. Ever since her first visit to Fossil, Albie had been like a crazy surrogate aunt. One who just happened to make her own homebrew. The same homebrew that was currently burning its way down Rain's throat as she and Albie enjoyed an evening tipple. Granted, it would have been cooler to sit outside, but inside was safer and there was something very comfortable about Albie's bar.
"You sure Jinx is up to night duty?" Rain asked. "I could have Micah send up one of the older boys." Jinx was barely fourteen. Rain herself had already been a Tracker at age fourteen, but still. She hated to see the boy given so much responsibility so young. It would be nice to know that in a place like Fossil, kids could still be kids. Talk about wishful thinking.
"Needs to learn sometime," Jeb said with a shrug, downing the last of his booze. "Thanks for the drink, ladies. See you tomorrow." With a nod to Hank, he headed out the door, into the night.
"That man needs himself a good woman." Albie leaned back in her chair and sipped at her drink thoughtfully. The light from the hurricane lanterns set around the room cast shadows across her face, lending a mysterious look, like one of those fortune tellers from The Before.
Before everything had gone to shit. Before the dragons came and the Marines went bad. Before the world ended.
"You trying to play matchmaker, Albie?" Rain said with a smirk.
"Don't you get sassy, Miss Thang." There was laughter in Albie's voice. "Just because you're all loved up with that Dragon Warrior."
It was true. Despite having lost her home, her people, her place in life;, Rain had never been happier. And it was all because of Micah Caine. 
She must have done something right in another life. Not that she believed in karma, but still. 
"Oy, Hank. Bring us another bottle." Albie waved her nephew over before getting back to the business at hand. "Now, what are we gonna do about Jeb?"
Hank snorted as he set down a new bottle. "Leave the poor man alone. Doesn't he have enough on his plate without you meddling?" Hank didn't wait for an answer before shuffling back to the bar.
Albie splashed more liquor into her Mason jar. "Ain't meddling," she called back. "It's helping. You oughta try it some time."
Rain rolled her eyes and took another sip of the eye-watering stuff. "Well, whatever you want to call it, I don't see a lot of available women in Fossil. At least not ones Jeb's age." 
Albie arched a brow. "Says the woman who's with a man more than twice her age."
"Physically speaking, he's only thirty," Rain protested. 
"Whatever." Albie waved the facts aside. "Though I'll admit most women your age wouldn't date a man his age unless he looked like he looks."
Rain couldn't believe she'd actually kept up with Albie's bizarre train of thought. She was also grateful that, other than Hank, they were the only two in the bar. She could just imagine the gossip mill's response to the current conversation. Sure, everyone knew Micah Caine was the hero of Caine's Last Stand, but she was pretty sure nobody really ever sat around thinking about the fact that the gorgeous young lieutenant was really over sixty years old.
"Poor Jeb," Albie continued. "Too bad there's not another settlement nearby." She gave Rain a pointed look.
"Listen, Sanctuary kicked me out." She and Micah had been a danger to the compound. A danger Fossil had been willing to accept, whereas her own people had not. "I doubt they'd look kindly on my return. And on a wife-hunt, no less." She shuddered at the thought. Elan would have her hide. If he was even sober enough to notice. 
"Didn't say the man needed a wife. Said he needed a woman. And some good, hard sex."
"Holy shit, Albie!" Rain nearly choked on her drink.
"Shoot, girl. Ain't nothing in this world a night of good sex can't cure. You oughta know that." She winked. "Bet that Lieutenant Caine is damn good in the sack."
"Jesus, Albie. Would you please not go there?" Rain was laughing so hard she could barely breathe. You could count on Albie for some plain talking. That was why Rain adored the woman.
"Just sayin'."
Before Rain could answer, the door to the bar crashed open to reveal the panicked face of young Jinx. "Marines are coming!"
"In the middle of the night?" Albie stood up from the table, surprisingly steady for the amount of alcohol she'd consumed. Rain had stopped counting after the third glass.
"Yes, ma'am. I could see the lights on their Humvees. They're headed back to their base. They must have left another way."
Rain exchanged a look with Albie. It was unusual for the Marines to be out this long after dark. Though their convoys passed through town fairly regularly, it was usually late in the evening or just before day break. The best time for hunting drags was twilight.
"Shit. You tell Micah?" Rain was glad she hadn't indulged more than a few sips. She needed a clear head and a steady hand. 
The boy nodded. "I told him first. He sent out the runners."
Rain nodded. Of course. The runners had been Micah's idea. Whenever information needed to be shared quickly, a group of boys and girls were sent out to spread the news, each with their own circuit to run. The bar was on Jinx's circuit.
"You finished your circuit?"
He nodded. 
"Micah give you any other orders?"
Jinx shook his head, eyes wide in a too pale face.
"Okay then, get your ass behind the bar while Albie and me get the lights." It was blackout time.
***
"Something hinky's going on. I don't know what, but I bet it's nothing good." Rain perched on the edge of their bed, legs crossed underneath her. 
The Marines hadn't lingered, fortunately, but the whole thing left a bad taste in her mouth. Then again, anything having to do with the Marines generally set her on edge.
Micah pulled his dirty olive drab t-shirt over his head, revealing an abundance of rippling muscles. Rain barely refrained from moaning out loud as he tossed the t-shirt into the dirty clothes bin and went to work on his khaki pants.
"I agree. We never hunted during full dark. Too easy to get killed. And night-vision goggles are practically useless. One fire blast and the entire platoon is blind. Had a platoon taken out that way once. Not pretty." 
The pants came off revealing a nicely sculpted backside. Rain gave said backside an appreciative once over. "Shit, you went commando."
He started to turn around, but she stopped him.
"No, no. Just stand right there for a moment."
"You're staring at my ass again, aren't you?" His tone was amused.
"Oh, very definitely."
"Rain Mauri, you are a letch."
"Yes. Yes, I am. Wanna make something of it?" 
A wide smile split her face as Micah stalked toward her, buck naked. She had no idea how he did it, but the man had a way of bringing out the flirt in her. Something she'd never known she had. Not until the day she'd found Lieutenant Micah Caine lying half-dead next to a burned out humvee in the middle of the high desert. 
Most days Lady Luck was a stingy bitch, but that day she'd sure as hell smiled on Rain. And Rain wasn't about to question why.
Instead she wrapped her arms around the man in question and pulled him down onto the bed with her. "Well, are ya, punk?" she teased.
"You better believe it, sweetheart." The grin on his handsome face was pure devil.
"Oh, good... " Whatever else she'd been about to say was cut off as his mouth covered hers.
Heat speared through her body as Micah's tongue tangled with hers. She could feel the hard length of him pressed low against her belly. His hands, rough from years wielding a sword, skimmed up under her shirt to cup her breasts. His long fingers teased her nipples, driving her near to madness.
Rain arched up into him, aching for him as he gently grazed the side of her throat with his lips, nipping her gently with his teeth. He withdrew his hands from under her shirt. 
"Micah." It was a protest.
A smile quirked his lips as he slid her shirt up and over her head and tossed it to the floor. Her jeans and panties soon followed. "Beautiful." It was as though his eyes drank her in, memorizing every plane and curve of her body. 
She pulled him back down, whimpering in delight as his tongue flicked over her nipple before tugging it into the wet heat of his mouth. She writhed at the sensation of his lips and tongue and teeth against her sensitive flesh. She wanted more, but he wasn't done. Instead he turned his attention to her other breast, giving it the same rapt attention.
She ran her hands down the smooth skin of his back and over the firm curve of his ass. Damn, but he had the sweetest backside she'd ever seen on a man. Her fingers squeezed, urging him toward her.
"Easy," he whispered. "No rush."
"Dammit, Micah... "But her words were lost as he captured her mouth again.
Rain was pretty sure he was determined to drive her insane. He took his time, exploring every inch of her naked body with his hands. And when he was done with his hands, he started all over again with his mouth.
No matter how she begged and pleaded he would not be rushed. When she was sure she absolutely couldn't take another minute of the sweet torture, he finally gave her what she wanted. 
The feel of his thick length sliding into her was her undoing. Her body spasmed around him in intense pleasure as the first mini orgasm swept through her. 
Micah held himself still, sweat beading his forehead as he waited for her orgasm to pass. Then he moved. Slowly at first, each deliberate thrust brought her closer and closer back to the edge.
She wrapped her legs around him, angling her body so he could go deeper. She urged him faster. His breathing turned ragged and Rain could feel every muscle in her body contracting, begging for release.
Micah tensed and she felt him go seconds before her own orgasm shuddered through her, extreme pleasure swamping her senses. She held onto him as he sank down on her, spent. 
In the blissful afterglow, wrapped in Micah's arms, Rain whispered in the dark, "I love you, Micah Caine."
"I love you, Rain Mauri. Always." 



Chapter Three

"Ahhh... Patient 182. I've had glowing reports from your commander. I must say I am quite pleased." The man called Barnes practically rubbed his hands together in glee. Bug eyes peered down through thick lenses. "You really are a magnificent specimen, you know. And after what I had to work with. Who'd have thought it?"
Patient 182 ignored Barnes's rambling. He ignored the ice cold of the metal table under his back. He ignored everything but the pain throbbing through his skull. Exhaustion racked his body. They'd kept him out there for hours drilling him over and over until he'd finally lost control.
"Are you worried about the loss of control?" Barnes seemed to read his mind. "I wouldn't worry about it. Perfectly natural. Perfectly natural. It will take time, you know. Your body is in good shape, but you have to exercise your mind, too." The man tapped the side of his own head. "Flex the little gray cells, if you will." Barnes cackled at his own joke.
182 didn't laugh. Frankly, he didn't find Barnes the least bit funny. He did feel like ripping Barnes's throat out if the man didn't stop with the chatter. His head gave a vicious throb and he swallowed back bile.
"You must have quite the headache."
First smart thing the man had said all day. 182 gave a slow nod, face impassive even as another throb of pain pierced his skull and his stomach lurched in protest.
"Well, not to worry. I have just the thing." A syringe appeared and Barnes flashed a yellow smile. "Hold still now."
There was a slight pinch followed by a rush of cold through his veins. Relief swept through 182 as once again he was carried away into the darkness and peace of oblivion.
***
The heat was nearly unbearable, sending trickles of sweat skating down her spine and stinging her eyes. Rain could feel the sun sucking the moisture from her body, leaving her tired and cranky. And she was a Tracker, trained for such things. She couldn't imagine how the others felt, unused to long tracks as most of them were. 
She and Micah were taking six of the trainees out on their first mission. It was time to graduate from play-fighting each other, to the real thing. Rain was a bit worried, though. Two of the trainees were adults, but the other four were barely into their teens. Hardly more than children. 
Still, if they were ever going to live free from fear of drags or Marines, they were going to have to learn to do more than just hide from the enemy. They were going to have to take the battle to the enemy's gates. But first they had to learn to survive the desert.
Dammit, she was starting to sound like Micah.
Rain glanced down the faint trail strewn with pitted volcanic rocks behind her, back to where Micah was herding the stragglers along. She remembered Padre Pedro telling her once that this part of the country had seen a lot of volcanic activity thousands of years ago. The harsh terrain was a legacy of that time. And part of why it had survived the Wars. Dragon fire was nothing compared to hot lava, and scrub brush and juniper could survive just about anything.
She paused, waiting for Micah to catch up. "You sure this was a good idea? We're likely to have to carry half of them back."
"They'll toughen up." He shrugged. "They're going to have to if they want to fight off the drags and bring down the Marines."
Rain noticed he seemed almost completely unaffected by the heat. Only a slight sheen of sweat coated his upper lip, and he appeared just as full of energy as when they'd left Fossil early that morning. 
"What?" He'd caught her staring.
"Why is it that I'm drenched in sweat and as red as one of Padre's tomatoes, while you're barely phased?"
He flashed a quick grin, teeth perfectly white and even. An unusual thing nowadays. "Sweetheart, this is nothing compared to the hell of Warrior training."
She supposed not. Even with her Tracker background, none of this was what she'd call fun. "We'd better get these kids in place and let them rest before they start dropping like flies."
With a nod he followed her up the trail to the top of the butte. Unlike many of the surrounding hills, this particular butte had a single scraggly tree growing right out of the middle of its flat top. All six trainees tried to cram themselves into the miniscule shade provided by its gnarled branches.
Rain held back a smirk, reminding herself these were townspeople used to hiding in the shadows. They weren't used to fighting and they were even less used to long treks in the hot sun.
"Make sure to drink a few sips water, everyone, but don't overdo it. We've got a few hours left until dark and a long trek back. You do not want to run out of water. I'll give you fifteen minutes and then we start preparations."
There was a chorus of groans and a few choice cuss words. Rain ignored them. She'd always found a good round of cussing kept a body from going sheer crazy. 
Instead she focused her attention on the terrain. She'd chosen this particular butte because of its excellent vantage point, coupled with the fact that it was in the direction the dragon had last been seen. 
"You're sure this is a good spot?" Micah's big hands massaged her shoulders. She hadn't realized until that moment just how tense she was.
"Good as any. It's the right direction, and I noticed drag sign on the way here." There had been scars along the ravine walls, fresh gouges deep in the rock. It was one of the first things she'd learned to look for as a Tracker. Sutter had told her it was the mark of a drag scratching an itch.
Sutter. Her heart felt the familiar stab of pain at the thought of her friend and former tracking partner. God, how she missed him. The sight of his body horribly burned by dragon fire still haunted her dreams. 
"Guess it's time to set the plan in action then," Micah interrupted Rain's maudlin thoughts. 
"Yep. Time to rouse the troops." She glanced over at him, letting her eyes enjoy the sight of rippling muscles in a tight t-shirt. A little smile curved her lips. "You ready, Warrior?"
He grinned, his fingers lightly caressing the hilt of his dragon blade. "Baby, I was born ready."
She snorted. "Well, come on then. Let's get this party started."
"Whatever you say, ma'am." He winked.
Rain rolled her eyes and headed across to the others still lounging in the shade. She made sure to give her hips an extra little swing, just to pay him back. It was hard to repress the giggles when she heard the muffled groan behind her.
"Okay, boys and girls. Get your butts moving."
More cussing and moaning, but the Fossil trainees staggered to their feet. They were all still drooping from the heat, but she could see the look of determination in their eyes. They would do whatever it took to protect their home and their people.
Rain gave a quick nod. They'd do. "Okay, split into your teams and let's get things set up. There's only so much daylight left."
The teams set about their various tasks, building stone fire brakes and readying weapons. Rain half hoped the dragon would appear during daylight again. Granted, it might catch them before they were ready. But on the other hand, they'd have the advantage of superior vision.
It wasn't to be. As the sun began its slow slide toward the horizon, the drag still hadn't shown itself. Still, Rain had no doubt it was out there. Watching. Waiting.
"Okay," she turned to the assembled recruits. "Who wants to play bait?" She hated this part, but it was the best way to attract the attention of a drag, and everyone had to learn sometime. Today was as good a day as any. 
A couple of the kids raised their hands. Rain nodded toward one of the younger girls. She remembered the girl from the training sessions. "You. Melia. You're fast, right?"
Melia raised her chin, straightening her narrow shoulders in pride. "One of the fastest." 
Rain eyed the girl. Kid was skinny as a rail. Hardly runner material. Shit. She glanced over at Micah who gave her a subtle nod. "Okay, Melia, you're up. You know what to do?"
Melia nodded with all the enthusiasm of the young and naive. "Make a lot of noise, attract attention. The minute I hear the drag, head back here top speed."
"That's right." Rain smiled with approval. "Don't stop for anything. Run like the wind." And pray to God the dragon didn't catch the poor kid before they had a chance to put their plan into action.
The sandy-haired boy standing next to Melia appeared less than pleased with the plan. He and the girl carried on a rather intense conversation under their breaths, which Rain ignored. The two kids reminded her of she and Sutter when they were younger. Pain seized her heart for a split second.
"Okay," she clapped her hands together. "Everyone at their posts, just like we practiced. Eyes sharp. We can't afford a single slip up." She narrowed her eyes as she scanned their faces. "You screw up, you die. It's as simple as that." It was harsh, but it was truth. "Now go."
They went, scurrying off to hide behind the fire brakes. The older recruits paired off with the youngest ones. 
Micah squeezed her shoulder. "You just scared the hell out of them." 
"Good. They need to be scared. It might just keep them alive."
"Remember, Rain, they're not soldiers. They're not even Trackers. They're just ordinary people, children mostly. Even the adults have little experience."
She turned to face him, her jaw clenched. "No excuse. They have to be just as good as Trackers or soldiers. And we have to make sure they are. It's on us if this thing goes down wrong. It's on us if one of them gets so much as a broken fingernail."
He wrapped his arm around her in a quick hug. "And we've done the best we can with them. We've trained them, taught them everything we could. But now it's time for them to show what they can do. To prove they're serious about this. It's the only way to make sure the people of Fossil are prepared for what comes next."
Because what came next was probably going to really suck. She'd lost Sutter to a drag and the thought of losing one of her recruits the same way made her sick to her stomach. 
Rain eyed the rapidly darkening valley and heaved a sigh. "You're right. Still doesn't mean I like it. More than half of them are kids. They shouldn't have to live like this."
"No, they shouldn't. And it a perfect world they wouldn't," Micah agreed. "In a perfect world they'd be hanging out at malls and going to concerts and wearing age inappropriate clothing. This, unfortunately, is far from a perfect world. We do the best we can with what we've got. One day it'll be better. We're going to make it better."
"Yeah. One day." Rain had no idea what a mall or a concert was, but she understood his point. As far as she was concerned, one day couldn't come soon enough.
***
It was nearly full dark and Rain was helping Melia prepare for her mission. The young girl was practically jittering with excitement, like she was going to a party. Rain wished the kid would take things a little more seriously. "You sure you want to do this?" 
Melia carefully tucked a lock of chestnut hair into the band holding her ponytail. "Are you kidding me? Of course I am. We've been training for ages."
Rain frowned. "Facing a real drag is a lot different than a practice round with sticks."
The girl heaved a sigh and rolled her eyes in a teenage expression as old as time. One that clearly said adults were idiots. "I'm fine." 
Melia tightened the laces of her boots, making sure the ends were carefully tucked into the tops. Rain nodded in approval. She'd taught them that. Nothing dumber than tripping over your own laces and getting eaten by a drag. She'd actually seen it happen once. Not pretty. 
"That boy you were talking to didn't seem to think so."
Another eye roll. "Oh, Malcolm." A faint blush tinged Melia's cheeks. "He's overprotective. We've known each other since we were kids."
Rain wondered what exactly Melia considered herself now. Though, she supposed, that if the girl was willing to singlehandedly face down a drag, she'd earned the right to adulthood. "You got a crush on him?"
Another blush. Melia shrugged in studied nonchalance. "Maybe." 
"I'm sure he's just looking out for you."
"We look out for each other. We ain't got nobody else." Melia stood up. "I'm ready."
Dammit. Rain did not want to do this. She did not want to put a kid in the line of fire. But she knew even kids had to grow up sometime. Especially in this fucked up world of theirs. "Okay, Melia. You're up. Good luck." 
With a nod the girl headed gingerly down the side of the bluff to the ravine below. Show time.



Chapter Four

Melia waited in the ravine, her heart thumping hard against her ribs. She struggled to keep her mind from turning shadows into fearsome beats. This was it. Her very first mission. Her chance to prove to Micah and Rain what she was made of. That she was just as strong as they were. 
Her eyes glued to the top of the bluff, Melia finally caught Rain's signal and gave a quick wave back before heading into those same dark shadows. Bait. She was bait. How dumb was that? 
Even dumber? She'd actually volunteered. 
"Oh, god," she whispered under her breath. She wanted to run, to hide, to go back to Fossil and forget about being brave. 
Maybe Malcom had been right. Maybe this was stupid. She'd always had a little bit of a crush on him and when he told her what he thought of the plan, how dumb it was, she'd almost changed her mind. But she didn't want to disappoint Rain. Rain Mauri was quite possibly the coolest person Melia had ever met in her life. When she was older, she wanted to be just like the Tracker. 
"Don't be a pussy, Melia," she hissed to herself. "What would Rain do?" Rain would kick ass, that's what.
Straightening her spine, Melia marched into the darkness. As she did, she started singing. Loud.
Yeah, drags. Kiss my ass. Melia McKay was afraid of nothing.
***
Rain gave the signal. It was hard to see through the thick shadows in the valley below, but could just make out Melia's wave. "She's in position. Stay focused, everyone. Eyes wide, ears open."
From below came the faint sound of singing. When Melia decided to make herself bait, she really went for it. Rain couldn't quite make out the words, but the melody was hauntingly beautiful.
"Bon Jovi. Nice."
Rain glanced up at Micah, his expression lost in the shadows. "Who?"
He chuckled. "Rock band. Pre-Wars."
"It's a nice song," she said, turning back to watch the small figure picking her way through the ravine below. "What's it about?"
He hesitated. "Desperation. Loneliness. The chance of not seeing another sunrise."
Rain said nothing, but her fists clenched until her knuckles turned white. Such a song could be entirely too prophetic. Her stomach turned sour. 
"She'll be okay. She's one of the fastest runners I've ever seen." Micah assured Rain as he moved to take up his own position. 
Somehow that didn't exactly make Rain feel any better. Running fast was one thing, outrunning a dragon was something else entirely. 
This was a training exercise, so they were going to let the recruits handle the operation as much as possible, but she and Micah were there for backup if things went wrong. Rain really hoped things didn't go wrong. 
Suddenly the song stopped and the figure below froze in place, then with a whoop, Melia wheeled around and headed back toward the bluff at a dead run. Her tiny figure darted around the dark shadows that marked rock slides and clumps of sage brush almost like she could see in the dark.
"This is it, people," Micah's voice cut through the night. "Get ready."
Hard on Micah's announcement came the screeching cry of a drag on the hunt. It was close. A lot closer than Rain had realized. She still couldn't see the damn thing.
As though Melia had some kind of foresight, she darted behind a boulder just as dragon fire shot out of the night sky. For the first time, Rain could make out the creature they were hunting. It wasn't the biggest one she'd ever seen, but it was plenty big enough. 
The second the first blast of fire was spent, Melia dashed out from behind the boulder and continued down the ravine, her feet moving like the wind. She had mere moments before the drag's fire built up again.
"Hurry, hurry, hurry," Rain whispered under her breath. She wanted to scream it, but that would draw the creature's attention and reveal the trap. Besides, Melia wasn't stupid. She already knew speed was of the essence.
Another stream of fire, and several bushes went up in flames, lighting up the ravine. Melia had managed to dodge certain death once again. With the extra light revealing the safest route, she ran even faster, finally reaching the base of the bluff and shimmying behind a group of giant boulders. Rain hoped it would be enough to keep the girl safe from drag fire.
Around the top of the bluff small bonfires sprang to life, and from those fires arrows were lit. Each one slapped against taut bowstrings.
"Remember," Micah bellowed to the recruits, "aim for the eyes and down the throat."
A hail of arrows streaked toward the dragon. Most of them missed their mark, though one managed, bizarrely enough, to catch the drag in the nostril. Enraged, the drag reared back.
"Take cover!"
Fire strafed the top of the bluff. Fortunately everyone had managed to duck to safety, though the poor lone tree went up in flames. 
Satisfied it had dealt with the immediate threat, the drag turned its attention back to Melia. It bellowed and snuffled and pawed at the pile of rocks, but it couldn't get to her. 
And that's when Rain noticed something. The dragon's eyes were all wrong. It's irises were milky white while the whites of its eyes were bloodshot. They looked like they'd been badly sunburned. So badly, that the drag was now blind. This had to be the same creature that they'd seen near the town, earlier. But the question remained: Why would a drag stay out in the sun long enough to burn itself blind?
She made her way quietly to Micah and peered over the edge. The dragon screamed and lunged at the rock pile that kept it from its prey. Rain could just make out the huddled form of the young girl. No doubt she was scared out of her mind, but she was safe enough for the moment.
"Melia, hang on. We'll get you out," Rain called down to the girl then ducked back as the dragon sent another blast of fire toward the cliff top.
Micah frowned. "Why isn't it coming after us? There are a whole lot more of us up here, and we're out here in the open." That had been their whole plan, after all: Use Melia as bait to draw the drag to the armed fighters on top of the bluff.
"Didn't you notice? It's blind. It's hunting by scent and sound alone, and it knows where Melia is hiding. There are too many of us for it to pinpoint just one, and it knows we're armed. It'll focus on Melia now. It'll think it will be safe keeping below the edge of the bluff." No weaknesses exposed. No way to get in a kill shot. Their original plan was now useless. Rain's mind raced to come up with a new one.
Micah frowned as he stared down at the mighty beast, its claws still scrabbling at the rock behind which Melia sheltered. "What do you mean, it's blind?"
"What do you mean, what do I mean? The drag is blind. It can't see. Did you get a look at its eyes?"
"They did look a bit strange, but... " He shrugged.
"It's called sun blindness. I've seen it before in humans. The eyes are baked to uselessness by too much exposure to the sun. That drag? That's the one that was out near Fossil during broad daylight. For some reason it stayed in the sun until it went blind." Rain didn't mention her sneaking suspicion that someone or something had been behind the drag's odd behavior. No animal would deliberately harm itself like that. Not even a drag.
Another scream and lunge from the dragon. This time Rain could hear Melia's sobs echoing after the dragon cry. "Shit. I think the training session is over."
***
Melia pressed herself tightly against the boulder, the rugged surface of the rock cutting into her palms and scraping her cheek. That little bit of stone was the only thing between her and certain death.
On the other side the dragon screamed. It sounded pissed. And hungry. Its giant claws scrabbled at the rock, trying to get to its prey. There was no doubt it wanted her for dinner. 
"Melia! Melia!" 
She could hear Malcolm calling to her from on top the bluff. She wanted desperately to call back to him but she didn't dare lest the beast hear her.
Melia tried to choke back the sobs, but it was useless. It didn't matter that the others were just above, certain to kill the drag at any minute. She was consumed by terror. It had seemed so exciting to join the others on this adventure, to prove to Rain that she had what it took to be a Tracker. Instead the adventure had turned to a nightmare, and Melia no longer cared about anything. She just wanted to survive the night.
Tears poured down her face as the dragon bellowed again from the other side of the rock. Melia finally let go and screamed and screamed and screamed until her throat was raw and she could no longer hear the hungry cry of the dragon.
***
"We need to get her out of there. Now." Rain tried desperately not to give in to blind panic. That would do no one any good, least of all Melia.
A wicked smile crossed Micah's face. "Oh, I can take care of that bastard. Easy."
Rain nodded and gave his arm a little squeeze. "Do it."
He loosed his blade from its sheath across his back. Then, with a flying leap, he went sailing off the edge of the cliff. 
Rain peered over the edge, heart in her throat, as the trainees came running from their hiding places. She watched as Micah landed gracefully on the dragon's long neck, his sword impaling the creature's neck to create a handhold. The beast screamed in rage and pain. Aware it now had a passenger, the drag tossed its head, trying to throw the annoyance from its back. But Micah clung like burr.
Rain held her breath. Micah needed to kill the thing before it got airborne. The drag was thrashing about so much, her arrows were useless. Fear clenched its cold hands around her throat and gave a good squeeze. 
One of the older recruits notched an arrow, but she waved him back. If he missed, which was likely, he might hit Micah.
"Please," she whispered to no one in particular. Maybe to Padre Pedro's God. Maybe to Something Else out there. Frankly she didn't give a shit as long as someone was listening.
Somehow Micah had managed to hook his leg and an arm around one of the horn-like protrusions on the drag's neck. His diamond-edged blade glittered in the firelight as he pulled it out of the drag's neck. Then with a mighty heave, he hacked through the drag's hide, just under the skull.
The dragon tossed its head and screamed, and steaming red blood poured from the gaping wound. It splashed over Micah and hit the ground in big, dark drops quickly leeched away by the thirsty desert.
With barely a pause, Micah struck again. This time the blade bit through muscle and bone and the drag's scream turned to more of a gurgle. It collapsed to the ground, head still partially attached, sending Micah tumbling into the darkness.
"Micah!" Rain's scream bounced off the rocks below and echoed hollowly through the canyon.
"I'm okay," his answer echoed back as he staggered back into the dim light cast by their fires. He was covered head to toe in blood and dust and he was the best thing Rain had ever seen. "Be there in a minute."
With one last heave of his blade, Micah separated the dragon's head from its body. A couple of twitches and the thing lay dead. A cheer went up from the watching trainees at the sight of the dead creature. Melia wiggled from her hiding place and ran to give Micah a hug, ignoring his bloody clothing.
Rain just felt so much relief she had to sit down before she fell down. "Hey, Warrior Boy," she called down. "Meet you at the bottom of the trail. And you best find a way to clean up. I'm not kissing a man covered in drag blood, hero or not."



Chapter Five

The next morning they headed out early, hitting the narrow path down the bluff just as the first rays of dawn turned the world gray. They were halfway back to Fossil with the sun well and truly up, when the second drag attacked. Silent and deadly, it came swooping out of the sky, blasting fire over them before they had a chance to move. 
"Incoming!" Rain screamed, but it was too late.
One of the recruits was on fire, clothes and hair burning. It was the Sandy-haired kid, Malcolm. Melia was screaming and sobbing and trying to get the boy to the ground, but in his panic the kid knocked her away. Micah tackled the boy, knocking him to the ground and rolling him around in the dirt. Unfortunately Rain knew it was far too late. With burns that severe, the kid would never make it.
Rain's heart broke for Melia as the girl let out an anguished cry. Rain had been there. She'd seen her own best friend burned by drag fire. She shoved the thought away. She had five other recruits to protect. She had to focus on them. 
Rain's eyes darted back and forth, searching for cover. But there was none. Not so much as a scraggly bush marked the valley they'd been hiking through. This drag was either really, really lucky, or the creatures were getting smarter. Rain really hoped it wasn't the latter.
"Archers, take your positions," she yelled again. Their only hope was to drive the drag off with arrows, if anyone had good enough aim to hit the thing in an eyeball or send one of the arrows down its gullet. Unlikely, but they had to try.
The uninjured recruits dropped to their knees, freeing their bows and stringing arrows in preparation for the beast's next pass. Meanwhile Rain's fingers fumbled in her pack. She didn't dare take her eyes off the swooping dragon and the panic coursing through her veins was making it hard to find what she wanted. 
"Calm down, dammit," she hissed to herself. "You can do this." She ducked as the drag made another pass, fire streaming from its mouth. Fortunately it missed hitting anyone. Unfortunately, none of the recruits' arrows found their mark. 
Finally Rain's fingers clenched around something cold and metallic and shaped like an egg. She pulled it carefully from the bag. Their last grenade. One of the two she'd brought with her when she and Micah left Sanctuary. She had to make this baby count.
The dragon wheeled, coming in for another pass. Rain sucked in a deep breath. There was only one thing to do. 
Without another thought she ran straight at the dragon.
"Rain!"
She heard Micah shout behind her, but she ignored him. She kept her eyes focused on the drag, waiting even as she ran, her feet pounding over the dusty ground. Then came that moment she'd been waiting for, right before the creature let loose its fire. It reared back slightly, maw opening.
Rain heaved the grenade. Then with one smooth move she sent herself tumbling under the creature and out of harm's way. There was nowhere to hide, so she scrambled to her feet and kept running. Micah's voice barked in the background, ordering the troops to take cover, though where they were going to find any was beyond her.
Rain braced herself, waiting for the dragon to explode. Just like the one back at Sanctuary. Only nothing happened.
She stumbled slightly as her brain caught up with her feet. The drag should have blown by now.
She turned, her eyes roaming over the dark hulk of the drag. It was hard to make out what was happening with the sun in her eyes, but the drag was making an odd almost coughing sound, its fore claws raking bloody furrows in the tough hide of its throat. 
Its wings beat against the air as it twisted its head back and forth. The coughing continued, what looked like little puffs of smoke spiraling from its nostrils with every hack.
"Holy crap, it's choking," Rain said in awe.
The stupid grenade hadn't gone off. Must have been a dud. But it had lodged in the beast's throat, giving the beast's prey a chance to escape.
Before Rain could move a muscle the drag's tail lashed out, catching one of the recruits and spinning her into the air. She flew several feet before slamming to the ground. The drag let out a choky sounding cry before flying off into the late morning sky, its tail still thrashing wildly.
"Oh, my god." Rain took off running toward the girl who lay still as death. Falling to her knees beside the still form, Rain realized who it was: Melia. The girl who'd been so brave as to play dragon bait had been taken down by a choking dragon. The irony was not lost.
Micah was by her side in seconds. "Rain, we've got to get these recruits out of here." 
He was right, of course, but Rain wasn't about to leave Melia behind. Her fingers searched for a pulse. Finally a faint flutter against her finger tips. "She's alive." Rain nearly sobbed with relief. She had no idea why the girl suddenly meant so much to her, and she didn't care. Melia was her responsibility and damned if she was going to let the girl die out here. 
Without a word, Micah scooped the injured girl into his arms. "Get the others."
Rain nodded and started barking orders, herding the recruits away from the thrashing dragon. They had no choice but to leave the body of the dead boy behind. They had enough to worry about getting the injured home. 
"We'll get you later," Rain promised. 
As they hurried toward town, Rain caught up with Micah. Melia lay limp like a rag doll, wheezing as though she couldn't quite draw a full breath. Micah's expression was grim. "She's not going to make it. I'm pretty sure she's got a punctured lung, maybe worse. Even if we get her back to Fossil, her injuries are too severe to survive without medical attention."
And there was no one in Fossil with any kind of medical expertise.
"The Marines... " Rain wanted to kick herself for even suggesting it, but there wasn't much of a choice.
He shook his head. "Barnes will only help if she's useful."
He didn't need to add what that meant. Dr. Barnes was obsessed with genetic manipulation. Even if he was willing to save the girl, there was no telling what he'd do to her after. If she wasn't suitable for whatever twisted experiments he had going on, he'd let her die.
"Shit." Rain felt like crying or screaming. This was one fucked up world.
"I think I know someone who can help."
Rain wheeled toward the speaker. It was one of the older recruits, a man nearer forty than thirty. For the life of her Rain couldn't remember his name, but she knew he had two little boys and another on the way. She also knew he was a damn good hand-to-hand combat fighter. 
"Who?"
"There's a rumor," he said. "Been going around for years. About some woman who lives in the mountains. A healer."
"A rumor?" Rumors wouldn't save Melia. 
The man looked a little embarrassed. "Nobody from Fossil has ever tried to find her, but the story is that if you head up the old highway into the mountains, she'll find you. Just keep heading up the mountain." He shrugged. "The girl's going to die, otherwise. What do you have to lose?"
Rain and Micah exchanged looks. The man had a point. Fossil was a death sentence. Maybe in the mountains Melia had half a chance.
"You think you can get everyone back to town safely?" Micah asked.
The man nodded.
"All right. Rain and I will head to the mountains with the girl. Nobody leaves Fossil until we get back, understand? That drag's got our scents now."
With another nod, the man headed back to the rest of the recruits. Rain watched him go then turned back to Micah. "Can you carry her that far?"
He smiled. "Genetically enhanced, remember?"
"Still, it's a long way."
His expression softened. "Don't worry about me, love. I'm stronger than I look."
Her smile was a little wobbly, but she gave him a nod. "Okay, then. The mountains it is."
"Lead the way."
***
The sun was well over the horizon by the time they reached the foothills. Rain checked Melia's pulse and breathing almost obsessively. The girl seemed weaker every time, and Micah could tell Rain's heart was sinking fast. 
Sometimes what he felt for her was nearly overwhelming. This was one of those times. "We're going to make it, Rain. She's going to make it."
He watched her eyes light with hope, then dim. "We've got a long way to go. I don't know... "
"Hope. You taught me that, Rain. We've got to have hope."
She nodded, but her shoulders remained slumped. It was obvious that fatigue rode her hard. Micah wasn't tired. In fact, he was barely sweating. After miles of walking with the girl in his arms, he wasn't even winded. But Rain was only human and he knew she was near her breaking point. Unfortunately if they stopped, Melia would die.
"We're almost there. I promise, we're almost there." It was all he could do, keep encouraging her. Keep her going.
She turned to him for a moment. "I love you, Micah Caine."
He smiled. Every time she said it, it made his heart beat a little faster. It was stupid and sappy, and he didn't give a damn. "I love you, too, but what brought that on?"
"I know what you're doing. Thank you." 
Micah gave her a blank look. "What do you mean?"
Rain rolled her eyes at that. "I know you're lying to me. We've got miles to go, but you're doing everything you can to keep me going." She turned around and this time beyond the exhaustion and worry there was determination in her steps.
Micah felt pride swell inside him. This woman, his woman, was a warrior like no other. Fierce beyond imagining. In the Before, he'd have never imagined such a woman existed for him. 
He adjusted Melia's still form in his arms, getting her into a more comfortable position. She didn't even stir, her chest barely moving with each rattling breath.
Then something caught Micah's attention. It wasn't anything he could see or hear, but more like something he could feel. A rumbling in the earth. "Rain, get off the road. Into the trees."
Without a moment's hesitation she darted into the forest and he followed hot on her heels. There wasn't much protection. The trees were scraggly and sparse with little undergrowth. Burned skeletons of the old forest peppered the landscape. The drags had wreaked their havoc even here.
Micah laid Melia down and crouched next to Rain. "Something's coming."
"What kind of something?"
He frowned. "Felt like a motor."
"Humvee? The Marines?"
He shook his head. "Felt different."
She didn't question him, she just waited, her body taut and ready for action. He placed his palm against the small of her back, needing to feel that contact. 
Need. It was not a feeling he was used to. He'd never needed anyone. Until the day he met Rain Mauri.
"Holy crap, what is that?" 
He followed her pointing finger. Rumbling down the pitted old highway, bouncing over potholes and sage brush, was a rusted out '57 Chevy pickup. Micah thought it might have once been red, but what paint was left under the rust was now a tomato soup color. He hadn't seen one of those in operation since The Before. 
"That is a civilian vehicle. No way the Marines would have anything like that laying around." The Marines went for power and destruction. A beat up old Chevy was not exactly awe inspiring. Micah wondered where on earth the driver got gas for the thing.
The truck skidded to a stop in front of their hiding place and a head full of brown curls popped out the window. "Hey. Ya'll want a ride?"



Chapter Six

Rain braced herself as the truck jolted over yet another pothole. She winced as her butt slammed against the metal truck bed. People used to travel this way by choice? Insane. She'd have bruises all over by the time they got wherever they were going. She hated to think what the trip was doing to Melia, but the woman who had introduced herself as Cyan Parrish had assured them that this was the fastest way to get to her cabin.
Rain stared down at the girl carefully cocooned among wads of blankets. "Listen, kid, you're going to make it. Hear me? If you don't, I'm going to kick your ass." 
It was doubtful Melia would have heard her over the growl and rattle of the ancient truck, even if she had been conscious. Still, just saying it made Rain feel better. 
Rain ducked as yet another low hanging branch nearly took her head off. The track they were following was so narrow there was barely room for the vehicle to squeeze between the trees. The air was thick with dust and bugs, making her long for a cold drink. Or a face mask. Instead she just hung on for dear life and hoped the ride would be over soon. 
After what seemed like forever, the pickup came to a screeching halt. Rain peered around the cab of the truck and saw they were in front of a log cabin. The thing was weathered and ancient, but it looked sturdy and well kept. There were even flowers and other green plants growing in rich profusion along the path to the cabin. 
It was like nothing Rain had ever seen before. Sanctuary, where she'd grown up, had been a dusty, worn sort of place. The only greenery had been Padre Pedro's tomato garden and the other odd vegetable plants kept well hidden from raids by the Marines. Even Fossil was practically devoid of anything growing and green. What lay before her now was breathtaking and lush. Like the Garden of Eden from Padre's stories.
"Welcome to my home." Cyan had a soft, soothing voice and cheerful, golden-brown eyes to match her curls. "Now, let's get your girl inside and see what we can do."
Micah gently scooped Melia out of the back of the truck, while the woman led the way into the house, her long skirts brushing gently along the plants bordering the pathway. Each brush of cloth against greenery stirred up rich scents Rain had no name for. One was delicious and sweet. Another green and spicy. Yet another sharp and bright. She inhaled deeply, feeling a sense of rejuvenation after the long journey.
Inside sunlight streamed across mellow wood floors as Micah lay the injured girl on the long kitchen table. Cyan washed her hands with some kind of soap that smelled like the plants outside. Then she tilted the injured girl's head back and stuck her fingers into Melia's mouth. She checked breathing and pulse and then started poking and prodding at Melia. She reminded Rain a little of Clara, the healer back at Sanctuary, but with a better bedside manner.
"How do you know what to do? You're going to hurt her." Rain realized it sounded rude, but the woman was a stranger and Melia was Rain's responsibility.
A gentle smile curved the woman's lips. "I'm a healer."
As if that explained it. "But how... "
"Rain," Micah interrupted, "let her do her job. That's why we're here." His dark blue gaze caught and held hers, as if willing her to relax. 
Rain gave a brief nod, but remained hovering near the table. There was no way she was just going to trust this Cyan person knew what she was doing, rumors of miraculous healing notwithstanding.
Cyan's hands continued to roam over Melia's body. "Looks like she's got some cracked ribs, several broken bones, and... " she paused to pull open Melia's eyelids " ... and a concussion. But what I'm worried about is pneumothorax."
"Pneumo what?" Rain had no idea what that was but it sounded awful.
"Collapsed lung. I need to fix it and quickly." Cyan grabbed a bottle of clear liquid off a shelf and rummaged around in a drawer until she came up with a handful of items, including a sharp knife.
"What the hell are you planning to do with that?" Rain started toward the other woman, only to have Micah grab her and hold her back.
"She has to reinflate Melia's lung. In order to do that, she's going to have to make an incision and insert a tube." He glanced over at the healer. "Isn't that right?"
Cyan nodded. "Exactly. It's the only thing that will save her life."
Rain clenched her jaw. "Fine. Do it."
Cyan proceeded to clean the knife and a thin plastic tube. Then she quickly and efficiently made a slice in Melia's skin beneath her armpit. Within moments she had inserted the tube and taped it off.
Immediately Melia's breathing eased and her color improved. Rain felt a wash of relief flood her. Everything was going to be okay. At least for now. 
"Can you cut some oregano, please?" Cyan asked as she began cleaning up.
Rain stared at her blankly. "Um, what?" She had no idea what oregano was or where she was supposed to find it.
"Just outside the door," Cyan murmured, her attention on her patient.
"I'll get it." Micah stepped outside and returned moments later with his hands full of greenery. 
The rich, pungent scent of the herbs hit Rain's nose and made her strangely hungry. So that was oregano. She still had no idea what on earth they were supposed to do with it. How could it help Melia?
"If you could make a tea with it, please. Kettle's on the stove. There's water in the crock next to the sink."
"I can do it." Rain held out her hands for the herbs. "I think I'm capable of that much." And it would stop her from feeling completely useless.
After putting the kettle on the wood burning stove to boil, she grabbed a yellow mug from one of the shelves along the kitchen wall and stuffed a handful of the oregano into the mug. Once the kettle boiled she poured the hot water over the leaves. She let it sit a few minutes before bringing it to the table.
Cyan looked up from her work long enough to peer into the mug. "Perfect. Now get as much of that down her throat as possible. And save the used plants. They'll make a good poultice."
"What's it for?" No way was she pouring the strange liquid down Melia's throat without knowing what it was.
"It's a simple herb," the healer said with a smile. "It will reduce pain and inflammation. We need to make sure she heals quickly and without infection."
Rain stared from the pungent tea to the unconscious girl. There was no way she was going to get that tea down Melia's throat without making an almighty mess. She glanced around the kitchen, her eyes lighting on a row of brown bottles with long, thin necks on the shelf above the mugs and bowls. Perfect.
She grabbed one, poured in the tea, and brought it back to Melia. It still wasn't easy. In the end, Micah had to prop up the girl's head and pinch her nostrils together while Rain poured the concoction down her throat. Melia spluttered and coughed and half came to before sinking back into unconsciousness, but they got the tea down.
"Good." Cyan nodded. "Now there's a mortar and pestle on the shelf where you got that bottle. Use it to mash the leftover oregano into a pulp."
Rain bristled at the bossy tone, but this was about Melia and not her own ego, so she complied. The oregano mashed up easily enough and she soon had a nice, thick green paste.
"Perfect." The healer offered Rain a slight smile. "Let's get this girl bandaged up and in the back room. She has a long road ahead of her." 
***
Cyan Parrish was not used to having strangers in her home. She wasn't used to having people in her home at all. She'd been eight years old when the dragons first came, and she'd spent the next twenty-five years hiding out from the human race as much as from the drags. The few visitors to her mountain retreat usually stopped only long enough to trade for her herbal remedies and move on, frightened by her supposed magical powers. Only rarely were her services as healer called upon.
Not that they weren't needed. But the people of the surrounding settlements didn't call her the Green Witch because they thought she was cool. They did it out of fear and respect. But mostly fear.
How the world had gone from an understanding of medicine and herbs to the fear of such in just twenty-five short years was beyond Cyan's understanding. She'd been just ten years old when the War started, but she still remembered Before. She remembered it very well.
But these two strangers did not seem afraid at all. Wary perhaps, but not afraid. And while the woman had been somewhat ignorant of plants and medical practices, the man had appeared entirely comfortable with the process. He'd even known what oregano was, unlike most in the area. Interesting.
Cyan carefully tucked a blanket around her new patient. It had been awhile since she'd had anyone to take care of like this. It felt strangely good. Her grandmother would have been proud.
Her bare feet were silent against the smooth wooden planks of the cabin floor as she moved down the hall toward the living room where her other guests waited. She smiled a little to herself as she caught the two of them curled up together on her couch, the man seeming to comfort the woman. They didn't realize she was there as they shared their private moment together.
Cyan slipped down the hall a ways then returned, this time making plenty of noise to alert her guests. She did not want to embarrass them.
Apparently they didn't embarrass easily. They were still curled up together, but they eyed her as she entered the room. Again the wariness, but no fear. She may not have earned their full trust yet, but at least they didn't think her a witch.
"How is she?" the woman asked, a slight hint of challenge in her voice.
"She's doing very well," Cyan assured her. "It will be several days before I can remove the tube and several more before she can be moved. But barring infection, she should be fine."
That seemed to settle her guests. 
"Would you like something to eat? Or perhaps to drink?" Manners. Cyan's grandmother had drilled them into her since childhood. They'd grown rusty, unused over the years, but she still remembered how to treat a guest in her home.
The woman smiled. "I'm starving. I wouldn't mind something to eat. If it's not a burden to you."
Cyan knew that often food was scarce in the survivor settlements. Offering food to strangers could mean death to your own. Hospitality had gone out the window with the coming of the drags. But Cyan had no such issues. 
"It is not a burden, Miss... " she let her voice trail off, hoping her guests would catch the hint.
Red tinged the woman's cheeks. "Oh, sorry. I'm Rain Mauri. This is Micah Caine."
Shock didn't begin to describe Cyan's feelings. "Lieutenant Micah Caine?"
The man nodded, his face expressionless. "Yes, ma'am."
"How is that even possible?" Her mind was racing. Her grandmother had spoken of the scientists of Before. Of their experiments, and of how they brought the dragons. But this? 
Her two guests exchanged glances, obviously unsure how much to share. Finally the Lieutenant spoke. "You've heard of the Marines? The men who call themselves that now?"
Cyan nodded.
"They have scientists working with them. I was one of their... experiments. DNA splicing. Something like that."
It was like something out of those bad science fiction movies her older brother used to watch in the Before. Cyan quickly turned her thoughts away from her long lost brother. The how of it did not matter. These were her guests, and she would treat them as such. "In any case, I am very pleased to meet both of you. If you will join me in the kitchen? We can eat and talk."
A short time later Cyan had the table scrubbed down and bowls of stew and chunks of cornbread in her guests' hands. At first Rain eyed the cornbread like she'd never seen such a thing, gave it a sniff and a little poke with her finger, but soon she was gobbling it up like it was manna from heaven.
As they scarfed down the food, Rain and Micah told Cyan briefly of the attack by the dragon, and a little about their own town. She couldn't blame them for holding information back. She would do the same, if she had a whole town to protect. 
In exchange, Cyan told them how her grandmother had brought her to the cabin shortly after the dragons attacked their town. "She was an herbalist, Grandma was. Made her own teas and tinctures. She had some medical training, too. So, people would come here from miles around, after the Wars, looking for cures. She taught me everything she knew." Cyan couldn't help the pride that tinged her voice.
"What happened to her?" Micah asked.
Cyan stared down into her half-eaten bowl of stew. "She left one day to collect herbs. She made me promise not to leave until she returned. Just in case anyone came." She shoved the bowl away, appetite suddenly gone.
"She never came back?" His voice was gentle.
She shook her head. "No. I went looking for her the next morning, but I couldn't find a single sign of her."
"What about your magic?" Rain asked, curiosity clearly written on her face.
Cyan was baffled. "Magic?"
"Yeah. The man that told us about you said you'd 'just know' when we arrived on the mountain."
Cyan couldn't hold back a giggle. "That's not magic. That's acoustics. Sound travels for miles in these mountains, so when I hear someone coming I head for the lookout." She pointed out the open cabin door and toward the tree line. "There's a path there that leads to an old lookout tower. I can see most of the road from there."
"Oh." Rain looked somewhat disappointed over the lack of magic. "So, what happened when you couldn't find your grandma?"
Cyan took another bite of her stew, though she'd have rather dumped the entire thing in the garbage. Her appetite was gone. "After that, I stayed here at the cabin, waiting for her to return."
Rain's eyes widened. "You've never left?"
"Why would I? I have everything I need here and in the forest."
Micah frowned. "But how do you run the truck? Surely you need to find fuel somewhere."
"Not exactly," Cyan grinned. "It runs on batteries charged by solar panels. My grandmother was into green everything. She had the truck converted a couple years before the War started. Everyone thought she was crazy."
"With the price of fuel what it was back then, she wasn't the crazy one."
Cyan laughed. That's what she used to say."
"But wait, I don't get this. You never left?" Rain repeated.
"I prefer my solitude." Cyan began gathering the dirty dishes. "When people need me, they come. Otherwise they leave me alone. That's the way I like it." She infused her tone with finality. "Now, if you'd like to stay the night, that's fine. It's getting dark out, and the road isn't safe to travel at night unless you want to break a leg."
Micah nodded. "Thank you. We appreciate your hospitality."
"When do you think we can take Melia home?" Rain asked. Her mind was still obviously on the injured girl. 
Cyan thought maybe there was a hint of guilt lurking in the other woman's eyes. Rain was the kind of woman who no doubt took the weight of the world on her shoulders. At least she had someone to share it with. Cyan ruthlessly held back a small pang of envy. "Like I said, it will be at least a couple of weeks before she's well enough to be moved. She'll be safe here with me until then."
"What about the drags?" Rain insisted.
"There hasn't been a drag attack here since the Wars began. It is safe." For whatever reason the dragons never invaded her own personal sanctuary. Cyan had never understood why, but her grandmother had seemed to know it. That was why they'd come to this place. 
Cyan watched Rain carefully as the young woman thought it through. Finally she nodded and her voice was thick with unshed tears when she spoke. "Thanks."
Cyan smiled. Thanks was more than she usually got.



Chapter Seven

Rain sucked in a lung full of fresh mountain air. It felt good to be out and moving again. Of course she was still worried about Melia, but there was nothing she could do about that, so she might as well get back to doing what she was good at. Cyan had sent them off with chunks of fresh baked bread, cloth bags filled with dried fruit, and the promise she'd pick them up again in two weeks.
"It would be good if we could find some more grenades or something. I should have brought more with me from Sanctuary."
Micah was quiet for a moment. "The ones you got from the bunker where I died?"
Rain tried not to flinch at that, but she couldn't help giving a slight wince at his words. "Yeah. We cleaned the place out."
"What did you find?"
"A couple chests of guns and grenades. Guns are useless against the drags, but the grenades definitely came in handy." What was he getting at?
"There's more there."
She slid him a sideways look. "What do you mean?"
"When Audrey and Foster and I took the civilians to that bunker, we also took a lot of weapons with us. Definitely more than two boxes."
"Maybe the Marines took them when they took your... " she hesitated. 
He smiled a little. "My body?"
"Uh, yeah. Maybe they just missed those two."
"It's possible, but the two you found were the two we were using at the time. The others were underground. If the Marines didn't take what was practically in plain sight... " He shrugged.
"Then there could still be some stuff left." And if there was, it might give them half a fighting chance against the drags and, later, the Marines. Rain glanced over at Micah again. She couldn't quite read his expression. "Are you okay with going back?" 
He was quiet for a moment, his boots making a slight scraping noise against the broken pavement of the old road. "I'm not that fragile." An amused smile crossed his face. "Sometimes I think you forget what I am."
"What?" Rain raised one eyebrow. "You mean a bad-ass mighty Dragon Warrior? Oh, no. I never forget." She gave him an innocent look. "I just don't give a shit." And with a laugh she took off down the road, leaving Micah in her dust. Knowing he'd always be right behind her.
***
"Troubling. Most troubling."
Patient 182 watched the scientist called Barnes as he squinted through one of his blasted machines. A microscope. That was what it was called. A microscope.
"Your control should be so much better by now," the scientist was muttering. "I really don't understand it." He glanced up abruptly. "How are the headaches?"
182 shrugged. "Better."
"But still there?"
182 shrugged again.
"I don't understand it. I really don't." Barnes went back to muttering to himself and fussing with his equipment.
182 went back to staring at the ceiling. There was nothing to understand. He hadn't lost control of the beast at all. He'd let it go. Deliberately.
Something was wrong. With the world. With these people that called themselves Marines. He just couldn't quite grasp what it was. Every time he thought he had it, it would slip out of his mind.
Patient 182 didn't remember much prior to the day he'd first woken up in Barnes's lab, but he did know one thing. If he admitted the truth, he'd be in for another round of torture and chemicals. Or worse. So, he let the scientist do his science thing, and 182 kept his mouth shut.
But deep inside his damaged mind thoughts shifted and coalesced. He was, ever so slowly, forming a plan... 
***
The old army bunker was pretty much as Rain and Sutter had left it. The great dragon bones still loomed outside and broken concrete still littered the inside of the bunker itself, marking the grave of the young soldier, Foster. The only difference was the new grave outside which held Audrey Harrison's bones.
Rain left Micah to pay his respects, ignoring the small pang of jealousy. She hated herself for that little twinge. The woman was dead, for goodness sake. And, from what Micah had said, there'd never been anything between them anyway. 
Still, Audrey had been from Micah's past. A past Rain could never share. Could never even understand. She was too young to remember the Before. She'd been only two when the dragons came. And while she'd never felt that lack of connection before, she felt it now.
Without realizing it, she'd worked her way over to the rail gun where she and Sutter had found Audrey's body. "Stop being stupid," she whispered fiercely to herself. Unfortunately the little pep talk didn't make her feel any better, despite knowing she was being ridiculous.
"Talking to yourself?"
"Shit, don't scare me like that." Rain tried to quiet her wildly thumping heart.
"Sorry." Micah didn't sound the least bit sorry. Instead he seemed amused. But he sobered when he saw the giant gun. "This is where she sat, Audrey Harrison. She'd never held a gun before in her life, but she operated that thing like a pro."
Bully for her, Rain wanted to snap. But she kept her mouth shut. Instead she cleared her throat and nodded to a clear space on the floor next to the rail gun. "That's where we found her. Sutter and me. Some of the people from Sanctuary buried her later when they came for the guns and stuff."
He frowned. "Here? Not over near the window?" He indicated the gaping hole in the side of the bunker. 
"No, definitely here. Why?"
Micah strode over to the window, stepping over fallen rubble. He reached a place close to what he'd called the "window" and glanced back at her. "Here. This is where I... " he hesitated, his voice trailing off. 
Rain cleared her throat, wishing she could spare him those memories of his own death. "Yeah."
"Audrey was injured in that blast, the one that took out this wall." He waved to the opening behind him. "She was still alive, though, and she crawled toward me around the rubble."
Rain shrugged. "So. She could have crawled back after you, uh... " She wouldn't have. She'd have stayed with Micah.
Micah shook his head. "I remember thinking her injuries were bad. Really bad. I knew she wasn't going to make it." He frowned, staring out the open space at the drag bones. "I don't think she could have crawled back, even if she wanted to."
Rain eyed the space between the rail gun and where Micah stood. It had to be a good thirty or forty feet. A long way for a badly injured woman to crawl for no apparent reason. Micah was right. Why would Audrey have crawled over to him and then crawled back? It made zero sense.
"Besides," Micah's voice interrupted her thoughts. "Why would they leave her body behind. I mean, I get Foster. He was buried. But if they took me, why wouldn't they take her, too?"
"Maybe she wasn't compatible? When I was at the base Barnes tested me and said he couldn't use me since I wasn't compatible. Maybe he tested her and she wasn't either."
He sighed. "Yeah. I guess that's probably it. Knowing Barnes and his gang, they wouldn't have bothered burying the body. Or even just left it alone. Assholes probably tossed her there and called it good enough." 
There was fury written in every line of his body, and stupidly, Rain felt another small pang of jealousy. What was wrong with her? She gave herself a mental head slap and told herself to stop being an idiot. Micah loved her, not the dead woman. She had nothing to be jealous about.
"Right, let's get those weapons and get out of here." He headed toward what appeared to be a stairwell headed down into darkness. "I've had enough of this place." He paused long enough to press a quick kiss to Rain's lips. "Thank you for being here with me. I'm not sure I could have faced this alone." Then he was gone, down the steps and into the blackness.
Rain nodded and silently followed him down.



Chapter Eight

"Is he ready?" The disembodied voice floated through his dreams. 
"Quite. Quite. I think I've fixed the focus issues. Don't know about the headaches." Barnes. That one was Barnes.
182 struggled to focus his mind. Tried to catch hold of the voices.
"I don't give a shit about the headaches. He's a goddamed Warrior, for crying out loud."
Barnes's chuckle grated on his nerves. "Oh, he's far more than that."
"All I care about is whether or not he can control these creatures from a distance. Like that remote viewing shit they did back in the 50s."
"Actually, there were experiments all the way up until&mdash ."
"I don't fucking care! Can he do it?"
Barnes cleared his throat. "Of course he can. I don't know for how long or how much control he will have, but he will be able to control the beasts from at least," a pause, "five miles away. Maybe more once he has some practice."
"Good. Get him prepped. I want him ready to go in ten minutes." Footsteps were followed by a slamming door, and Barnes was left alone muttering dire threats under his breath.
Patient 182 stared at the ceiling. More tests and, no doubt, more pain. His whole life centered around tests these days.
But it was also another chance to leave the base. Another chance to find whatever it was he was looking for.
In the darkness his eyes glowed eerie green and the slightest hint of a smile curved his lips.
***
The return trip to Fossil was a quiet one. Each of them lost in their own thoughts. Rain was still worrying over Melia, but she had no doubt Micah was dwelling on scarier things. Like his own death.
They'd only found one crate of weapons, including quite a few grenades, hidden deep within the old bunker. Apparently, the Marines or someone had gotten to the rest of them first. Micah carried the heavy box like it weighed nothing.
"Why don't we stop by Sanctuary? See how the old compound is doing. It's on our way," Micah suggested.
Rain wanted to. Badly. "We won't be welcome there."
"I'm sure the Marines have left them alone now that we're gone. A quick visit won't hurt."
She shook her head. "Elan made it pretty clear we weren't to come back." For the good of the compound, the man who had been closer than a brother to her, Sutter's twin, had thrown Rain out of the only home she'd ever known. Thank god for Fossil and Albie.
"All right, then," Micah said with a slight nod, "why don't we spy on them?"
That stopped Rain in her tracks. She whirled around to face him. "Spy on them?"
"Sure. There are a few places outside the compound where we can take cover for awhile, get a good look at what's going on. You can make sure everyone is okay."
Oh, how she wanted to give in to temptation. "They mostly stay below ground. We probably won't see anything."
"Maybe the Padre will be out tending his tomatoes."
That did it. "Okay, let's go. But only a quick stop, and only from a distance. They can't know we're there."
"You got it."
It didn't take them long to reach the bluffs surrounding Sanctuary. Micah set the chest down in the shade of a Juniper tree and pulled out a pair of binocs. "Have a look."
Rain peered through the glasses, taking in the view of the compound that had been her home since she was five years old. It hadn't changed much. The catwalk that had once run around the edge of the corrugated metal walls was nothing but blackened cinders, burned in the attack that had taken Sutter's life. Only one of the two guard towers remained standing, the other had been a victim of the same attack. Obviously Elan still hadn't bothered to replace any of the damage. 
"See anything?" Micah asked.
"Nothing." The place was as silent and still as a tomb. Everything covered in rust and dust. Rain's eye caught sight of a smudge of green. She retrained her binocs and a little laugh escaped her. "Scratch that. Padre's tomato plants are alive and well."
She still saw no sign of any human inhabitants, but the tomatoes meant that Padre Pedro was alive and babying his plants as usual. Whatever else happened, as long as those plants were alive, all was well in Sanctuary.
Rain handed the binocs back to Micah. "We can go now."
"You sure?"
She nodded. "I'm sure." She knew everything she needed to know. It was time to put the past behind her.
***
Albie was waiting for them at the edge of town. "Lookout saw ya coming," she said. "How's Melia?" There was a pinched looked to her features that Rain recognized as worry. 
Like many of the kids in Fossil, Melia was an orphan. Albie played not so much "mother" to them... more like a crazy, fun aunt who told rude jokes at the dinner table and didn't care if you missed curfew.
"We found the healer. She was able to save Melia, but it'll be a while before she can be moved." Rain shook her head. "Albie, about the boy who died. Malcolm. I'd like to speak to his people, explain... "
Albie shook her head. "Nothing to explain, darlin'. I'm all the people he ever had and I know you did your best to keep him safe. It was always a risk." Still there was sadness in every line of her face.
"I am sorry, Albie. I didn't mean for any of this to happen."
"'Course not. This is war and bad shit happens in war. This is what life is. For now." She straightened her shoulders. "Now tell me about the healer."
"Never seen anything like it before. Not even Clara has that much skill and she's got every book on medicine there is left." Clara, the healer from Sanctuary, had been trained as a nurse in the Before, unlike Cyan who'd only been trained by her herbalist grandmother.
"Well," said Albie as she walked with Rain and Micah, her old ratty sneakers stirring up the dust of the street, "they don't call her the Green Witch for nothing."
Micah raised an eyebrow. "Witch?"
Albie frowned. "There are some in these God-forsaken times that view the old skills as evil and of the Devil." She snorted. "Morons and idiots, the lot of them."
"But she didn't do anything a medical doctor wouldn't have done back before the War," Micah insisted.
"You know that. I know that. But I'm talking about religious wing nuts and conspiracy theorists, not sane individuals like you and I." Albie shook her head. "And we thought the religious right was bad in the Before. Should see 'em now. Power-mad lunatics, the lot of them. I hear tell they burn women at the stake as witches in what's left of the big cities."
This was news to Rain. In her world, people with skills like Cyan's and Clara's were badly needed and highly respected. Religion, well, that took a back seat to survival. She didn't understand people who would deliberately murder someone who knew how to heal others.
Then again, she'd been raised by Padre Pedro who was intelligent and pragmatic, as well as a man of the cloth. "Is Cyan in danger?"
Albie frowned. "Why would she be?"
"The witch thing."
That made Albie laugh. "This isn't a city, darlin'. Calling her the Green Witch is more a joke than anything. It all started back when... " The violent clanging of the proximity alarm interrupted whatever Albie had been about to say. "Dammit all. What now? Ain't we had enough troubles?" 
The three of them hurried down the main street toward the bar, Micah still hauling the chest of weapons. The bar would be the first place anyone went looking for Albie. 
Jinx was already there, dancing from one foot to the other like he was about to take off flying. "It's dragons, Albie," he yelled when they were still halfway down the block. "Three of 'em. Headed straight for us." With that, the kid took off running, intent on spreading the news.
Albie's expression grew grim. "There's no way we can fight off three of those bastards. But we're damn well gonna try." She turned to Rain and Micah. "You two head to the church and get those weapons distributed. We're going to need everyone armed that can be if we're to survive this. You know what to do." And with that she disappeared into the bar. No doubt to whip up some Molotov cocktails, or something equally interesting. Albie had a strange and varied skill set.
As they hurried toward the old church, Rain turned things over in her mind. It made absolutely no sense to her. "How can there be three of them headed this way? Not only is it the middle of the day, we've got the place nearly surrounded with drag remains. They shouldn't want to cross that line." That had been their whole plan, after all. Surround Fossil with dragon remains and the drags wouldn't come near the place.
"Nearly." Micah reminded her. "We've nearly got the place surrounded. There are still gaps in coverage, they might be willing to fly through those."
He was right. "But still. Three? That one the other day stayed out quite a ways and it was some kind of anomaly." Wasn't it? It had to be. Because if the drags were changing their behaviour and working in teams, humans were screwed. Big time. 
"There's something wrong here. Something we're not seeing. There's more to this than just some rogue dragons finding their way here or suddenly getting the notion to hunt during daylight hours." Micah was obviously thinking his way through it. "I wouldn't put it past the Marines to be behind this somehow."
"But how? And why? How could they possibly control the dragons? Barnes said that was the one thing they'd never figured out."
"Barnes can bring a man back from the dead," Micah said. "Why couldn't he eventually find away to control dragons? This could be one of his lunatic experiments for all we know."
Rain knew was right. "And Barnes is just crazy enough to do it." 
They exchanged glances. 
It made sense. After all, it was what the old military had wanted all along. That's why the drags had been created, as weapons. But the military had lost control and sent the world to hell in a freaking hand basket.
"If Barnes figured out a way to control the dragons... " she started.
" ... and the Marines now have that control... " Micah continued her thought.
They were completely, totally fucked.
"What are we going to do?" Rain couldn't quite comprehend fighting off three drags. She and Sutter had fought two and look how well that turned out. Sutter was dead, and they had only got one of the drags. Even with a Dragon Warrior on Fossil's side, how could they ever fight off three of the things?
"First, we get some of these weapons up the tower." Micah's voice was calm, but there was a lethal edge underneath. "Then we spread our recruits throughout the town. We can't fight these things up front, so we use our guerrilla tactics. We worry less about killing them and more about making this town not worth their while."
"And the Marines? If they're controlling the drags, does that mean they know we're here? That they're attacking us?"
"Not necessarily." He flipped open the chest and started pulling out grenades and ammo for the rifles. "They could just be using this as a testing ground. See what the drags can do."
"But if we fight the drags, they'll know. They'll see us." Rain couldn't imagine what the Marines would do if they discovered the people of Fossil had been hiding under their noses for the last twenty-five years.
"Maybe not. The kid didn't see any Marines, so if they really are out there controlling the drags, they're probably far enough away they might not notice us." 
It was wishful thinking and they both knew it. "Shit. We can't let the townspeople fight back, can we?"
Micah's expression was grim as he started putting the grenades back in the crate. "No. We can't. They have to stay under cover. We're going to have to do this on our own. The Marines already know I'm alive, and that I'm a Warrior. Fighting dragons is what I do. If they do catch on to what happens here, they won't be surprised to see me."
Rain nodded. It was unlikely they'd make it out of this alive, but it had to be done. The survival of the townspeople was more important. And their survival could only be insured if the Marines never knew they were here. "I'll go tell Albie."
"She isn't going to like it."
Rain clenched her jaw, feeling a surge of determination. "She doesn't have to like it. She just has to do it."
Micah was at Rain's side in two strides to pull her into a hard kiss. Rain sank into the kissing wishing they'd had more time. 
"Where are those weapons?" It was Jeb yelling down from the old bell tower. Time was up.
"I'll deal with them. You go get Albie. Then meet me out on Main Street."
Rain nodded and took off running, fighting back tears with every step.
***
"Sir, weapons approaching target." The young Marine peered through a pair of binocs mounted to the top of the humvee as he gave his report. 
The commander nodded, turning to Patient 182. "Report." 
182 ignored him. All his focus was on the three drags under his control. It hadn't been good enough to attempt control at a five mile distance, the commander had insisted on multiple weapons with multiple targets. That meant he had to direct the actions of three different dragons over a distance five times that at which he ever had before. 182's head was already throbbing, and he'd hardly even started.
"I said, report," the commander snarled, getting up so close that 182 actually felt spit land on his face.
With a snarl he backhanded the commander, sending the pompous ass flying a good ten feet across the plateau. 182 nearly lost control of the drags then, but a brief mental struggle brought them back around. 
The commander struggled to his feet. "You asshole! I'm gonna have you lashed within an inch of your life. How dare you... "
The man trailed off, his tirade dwindling as 182 turned to face him. 182 knew very well that what the commander saw in his eyes was anything but human. The commander blanched and 182 turned back to the task at hand.
Normally when he controlled a drag he could see through its eyes, smell what it smelled, feel what it felt. But with three of them it was all schizophrenic. He kept getting odd flashes of vision first from one of the animals then from another, and his brain couldn't sort out the visions and control the beasts at the same time. So, he let two of the drags go. He could grab them later. 
That brought the vision into sharp focus. He could see his first target up ahead the way a dragon saw it: A sort of fuzzy black-and-white with spots of reddish orange denoting living creatures. He opened the drag's mouth and sent a blast of fire streaking through the sky toward the target. 



Chapter Nine

"Take cover!" Rain yelled as the first blast of fire hit the old City Hall, barely missing the group of townspeople she was ushering toward one of the underground hideouts. The usual tactics for hiding from the Marines weren't going to work. They had to get below ground, away from the dragon fire.
The half-rotted roof timbers burst into flame turning the brick building into a candle. Rain could feel the heat on her face from clear across the street. "Okay, move it. We've only got a little way to go. Fast as you can."
One-by-one the civilians scurried up the street and disappeared between the buildings. The old bank had an underground vault which the people of Fossil had turned into a shelter during the first of the Wars. It was the safest place in town from dragon attack. Now it was serving that purpose again. 
The minute the last of the group was inside Rain turned and headed for Albie and Hank's bar. She knew darn well the two of them hadn't gotten to safety when she told them too. Stubborn old farts.
She ducked as another blast of flame hit City Hall. Bricks shattered in the heat, chips flying in all directions. Rain quickly turned her head, but felt the sting of the sharp debris against her bare arms and neck. A warm trickle of blood from one of the deeper cuts slid down her wrist and splashed to the street. She did a quick check to make sure it was nothing life-threatening then hauled ass down the street to the bar.
She flinched as another blast, then another, hit random buildings as drag fire chasing her down the street. At last she reached the old gas-station-turned-bar and ducked through the doorway into the darkness beyond.
"Albie. Hank," she hissed. "Where the fuck are you? And why the hell aren't you taking shelter like you were told?"
Albie peeked out from behind the bar. "We're sheltering here. Just like we did during the first War. It was safe enough then, and it's safe enough now."
"No, it isn't. These aren't wild animals anymore. They're being controlled."
Hank's head popped up above the counter. "What you goin' on about, girl?"
Albie shot her nephew a glare before turning back to Rain. "What do you mean?"
"Micah and I think the Marines have found a way to control the drags. Dragons don't breath fire unless they're hunting or they're attacked. It's a natural defence mechanism. Like... " she paused, unsure how to compare drag fire.
"Like skunk spray," Hank suggested.
"Sure. Like that." Rain had only smelled skunk spray once. It wasn't something you ever forgot. "These drags are firing at empty buildings in an empty town. No drag does that. And there's a pattern to it. It isn't random. They hit City Hall first."
A sudden explosion rocked the building, sending Rain scurrying behind the bar. "What the... "
"Dammit, there goes my still," Albie said. "Damn drags. I swear, one of these days... " 
"Albie, if they hit this bar there's not just liquor here, but there's whatever is still underground in those gas tanks."
"Wouldn't be much," Hank said. "We drained 'em pretty dry right after the first War."
"Still, there might be some. And anything even vaguely flammable is going to blow the second fire hits this place."
"If they hit this place," Albie pointed out.
Rain looked her straight in the eye. "You willing to take that chance?"
"Come on, Albie." Hank was looking a little panicked. "Ain't worth it."
"Fine." Albie heaved a sigh. "Let's go hide in the bank with the rest of the chickens."
"It isn't about being chicken, Albie. It's about surviving. Fossil needs you. You know they do." 
"I said I'd go, didn't I?" Albie heaved herself to her feet. "So let's stop yappin' and go."
Rain exchanged a grin with Hank as she helped him to his feet. Hank grabbed his old shotgun and stuffed a couple bottles of homemade booze in his pockets.
"You never know," he muttered.
The minute they hit the street, the sulphur stench of drag fire singed Rain's nostrils. She could feel a sneeze tickling, but she held it back. No sense alerting the drags they were there, even if they were being controlled by someone else. 
A quick glance showed nothing but singed and burning buildings, shattered bricks and glass littering the cracked pavement. Wherever the beasts were, they'd apparently moved on from this part of town. 
"Okay, let's go." Rain kept her voice low, barely above a whisper. Hank and Albie gave her a nod and followed her up the street toward the bank.
City Hall was a smouldering ruin. The drags must have hit it multiple times. But why? Even if the Marines were controlling the dragons somehow, why would they totally destroy an empty building in what they thought was an abandoned town? What would be the point?
Not that the Marines ever needed a point.
There was still no sign of the drags as Albie and Hank slipped down the alley and around the back of the bank. It made Rain nervous. Had the beasts left? Or were they lurking somewhere, just waiting to strike?
The minute the two older people were safe, Rain took off for the church and Micah. She wasn't sure what his plan was, but she agreed that the church tower was probably the best place to take a stand against the drags. Without a grenade launcher, their best chance was to lob grenades at the drags from the tower. And if the creatures got close enough, Micah's sword would come in handy.
Rain stopped dead in her tracks as soon as the church spire came into view. "Oh, God," she whispered.
The tower was surrounded by three drags, all of them poised for attack. And there was Micah, alone, his sword glittering in the light of the late afternoon sun.
Before Rain could so much as draw in her next breath, the three dragons reared back and blasted the bell tower with their fire. The old, brittle wood went up in flames, an instant inferno.
"Micah!" 
But there was no one left to hear Rain's scream.
***
"I said, report," the commander snarled.
182 ignored the man. He wasn't a lowly Marine to be ordered about. Instead he focused on the task at hand.
A second after the church went up in flames, 182 let the dragons go. He'd managed to control all three drags in a systematic attack. The commander and Barnes had what they needed: Proof the beasts could be controlled and used as weapons.
But anger burned in 182's gut. It was a feeling he wasn't used to and didn't understand. He hadn't seen them. Not until the very last. Not until it was too late. He, like the rest of the Marines, had thought the town deserted. Not that the other Marines would care. He had no idea why he did.
In his mind's eye he watched the creatures flap away, their senses their own again. Unfortunately all three were now blind, their eyes seared by a sun they were never created for. 
"Holy shit, sir! You should see this. The whole town is on fire." The young Marine waved the commander over to the binocs.
It was an exaggeration, of course. The whole town was not on fire. 182 had been very precise in his strikes. City Hall. The old school building, odd that it had blown up. And, finally, the church. 
"Let's get closer and see what we got." The commander waved at the troops to mount up. As soon as the humvees were loaded, they took off toward the town below.
182 frowned as he bounced along in the back of the second humvee. Something was wrong. With his odd connection to them, he could feel the drags wheeling around, half crazed without their vision. Afraid. They were afraid. And their only connection was him.
As though sensing he was near, they wheeled as one and headed back. Straight toward the town of Fossil.
***
"Oh, God. Oh, God." Rain wasn't sure if she was praying or cussing, maybe a little of both, as she ran for the church. Even a block away the heat was so intense she could feel her skin drying out as though it were cringing away.
"Micah!" She screamed his name. Screamed until her throat was raw. But she couldn't hear anything over the sound of the raging fire and the frantic thumping of her own heart.
And then she saw a glint of something in the grass near the base of the tower. The flash of diamonds in the sunlight. Micah's sword.
Her eyes frantically searched the surrounding area. The grass and weeds were nearly waist high in some places. Could he have somehow managed to escape?
She pressed on, closer to the church, ignoring the heat that pressed against her, stealing the air from her lungs. The sword was so hot she had to cover her hands with her sleeves and fling it toward the street. It made a clanking sound against what remained of the sidewalk in front of the church.
Rain knew she had to hurry. The dry grasses could catch fire at any minute. She beat at the them trying to see if... 
There. A huddled form lay still, half hidden in the thicker weeds. 
"Micah." She ran toward him. She didn't have time to check for injuries. They had to get out before the fire spread. Grabbing his feet, she pulled his big body toward the street, her every move fuelled by adrenaline. 
When she finally got them both safely to the street she quickly checked his body over for injuries. There were an overwhelming number of them. He'd apparently managed to jump out of the tower before the full impact of the fire, so while there were a few raw burns, it was nothing too bad. What was bad were the broken bones and the abdominal swelling from internal injuries. Even with his healing abilities there was no way... 
"Rain." It was Albie. 
Rain hadn't even noticed the old woman slipping up behind her. "We can get him to Cyan. She can save him." 
"Even if we could get him there in time, her abilities don't extend to miracles."
The words were harsh, but true. Rain felt the hot tears spilling over and down her cheeks, stinging her burned skin. "Albie... "
"Marines comin'!" It was Jinx, his frantic young voice cracking. Rain vaguely noticed his face was reddened and streaked with dirt. They must have been trying to put the fire out, prevent the rest of the town from going up in flames.
"Shit, those bastards. Can't leave bad enough alone," Albie swore. She grabbed Rain's arm, tugging at her. "Come on, girl, the Marines catch us here, we're toast. You have to leave him."
"No, I can't."
Albie leaned down and gave her a good shake. "You must. You think he'd want you getting caught by them assholes?"
Rain gulped back a sob. "No." Micah definitely wouldn't want that. "But I can't leave him just lying here."
"Probably the best thing you can do for him. After all, they're gonna want their Warrior back, right?"
Rain's eyes widened as she stared up at Albie. "Barnes. Barnes can fix him." Of course what would be left of him when Barnes was done was anyone's guess, but there wasn't much choice.
"No doubt. Might not appreciate his methods, but he's probably the only person alive with the skills and technology to save Micah right now."
"Marine's are almost here, Albie. No more than five minutes," Jinx broke in.
"Fine, boy. You go on back to the bank, hear. Make sure everyone is down there safe and sound. We'll be along." Albie turned back to Rain. "Now, you gonna sit there like a damn fool and let yourself get caught? Or are you gonna come with me and let the Marines save his ass?"
Rain nodded. "I'm coming. Just a minute." She leaned down and pressed a kiss to Micah's lips. "You hang on, you hear me? Do not give up. Stay alive. I'm going to come and get you. I promise."
Then she let Albie haul her to her feet and away to safety. Her last sight was Micah's still form huddled on the ground, his dragon blade sparkling in the sun.



Chapter Ten

"He's dead, sir." 
"Damn it all. You're sure?" 
182 knew the question wasn't that the commander didn't trust his men, he was probably just hoping Jesperson was wrong. Unfortunately Jesperson was the closest thing they had to a medic and if he said the man was dead, the man was no doubt dead.
"Sorry, sir. I'm sure." Jesperson had the grace to look apologetic, but he didn't back down.
"Damn it, shit, fuck it all to hell and back." The commander stormed off down the street, cussing up a storm and kicking at random debris left by the attack.
182 stared down at the body. He didn't recognize the dead man, but apparently it was somebody important for the commander to pitch such a fit. "Who was he?"
Jesperson looked started. 182 couldn't blame him. He had a tendency to ignore the other Marines, and rarely spoke to them. He wasn't really one of them, and it was hard to focus on anything else when you were inside the mind of a dragon.
"He was our Dragon Warrior, sir." Jesperson added the deferential title not because it was required, but because 182 was something special and they all knew it. 
182 remembered Barnes talking about the Warrior they'd lost. They'd thought him dead in a drag attack and with one humvee destroyed, they'd had to leave the dead behind. When they'd come back to collect the bodies, the Warrior's had been gone.
"The one you thought was dead before?"
Jesperson blushed. "Wasn't me, sir. I was holed up with a sprained ankle. Dwight took my place that day."
182 nodded. He remembered talk of Dwight, too. They spoke of it in hushed tones. The Marine had been exiled to the desert for his mistake. Failure wasn't tolerated in the Marines.
Something teased 182's nostrils. A familiar scent from somewhere long ago. He inhaled deeply, trying to catch it again, but it slipped away. It was the same scent he'd caught once on the base, right after he first woke up. But what was it doing here in this abandoned town? 
Was it the second person he had seen in the town, perhaps? The figure he'd only caught out of the corner of the dragon's eye? He saw no sign of anyone else here now.
"Sir, we've got incoming." The kid, even younger than Jesperson, sounded panicked. He should be panicked. Two humvees against three drags? They didn't stand a chance.
182 stood calmly in the middle of the street staring down at the body of the dead Warrior. Then he glanced at the sky where three small shapes grew nearer. "I know." 
***
The minute Albie's back was turned, Rain snuck out of the bank vault and up into the town. She knew there was nothing she could do for Micah, but she wasn't about to stay below and hope for the best. She wanted to make sure they took him with them.
She couldn't get close enough to hear the Marines, or even to see their features. Still, Rain watched as the big man stared down at Micah. Then he reached down, scooped Micah up like he was hardly more than a baby, and carried him to the nearest humvee before climbing in himself. 
Another Marine came pounding by bear her, inches from her hiding place. He appeared to be the guy in charge, since the minute he was in earshot he started shouting orders. 
The Marines quickly piled into the humvees and tore down the street as though the hounds of hell were after them. Then Rain saw why: Three drags were headed straight at them.
***
182 sat calmly in the back of the humvee next to the Warrior's body. In some strange way, the man was kin. Of a sort. There was no way 182 was leaving the man behind, dead or not.
Fire blasted out of the sky, striking mere feet from the vehicle. The humvee rocked as the driver swerved out of the way, bouncing over potholes and stray sagebrush.
"Can't you stop those things?" the commander screeched.
After a long pause, 182 finally said, "No."
The commander whirled around. "What do you mean, 'no?' I order you to stop those things right this instant!" The man all but stamped his feet.
182 felt something like amusement, but his expression betrayed no such thing. "I told you three was too many. I burned out. I won't be able to control anything for several hours."
It was a lie. Although he was tired, he was perfectly capable of controlling the drags, sending them off on a new trajectory. He just didn't want anyone else to know it. Knowledge was power, he remembered someone saying that... sometime. The last thing he wanted was for the commander, or for Barnes, to have even more power over him. And if that meant Marines had to die to keep his secret, so be it. They were nothing to him.
Two more blasts rocked the humvee, sending the commander into a cussing fit that turned the air blue. The other Marines stayed silent, but their faces were pale under their helmets. The fourth blast hit the other humvee, sending it careening off the pockmarked road and lighting it up like a bonfire. 
The driver slammed on his brakes. The humvee had barely rocked to a stop before Jesperson was out with his med kit in hand.
"Marine, I didn't order you to stop," the commander screeched at the driver.
"Sorry, sir, but I thought... "
"You're not paid to think. Keep going."
"But Jesperson... "
"Fuck Jesperson. I said, keep going."
Reluctantly, the driver shifted the humvee into gear as another blast of fire hit the other vehicle. 182 decided it was enough. He liked Jesperson. Jesperson was important, and yet the commander was willing to sacrifice the boy to save his own skin. 182 opened the humvee door and bailed out. 
"Oh, shit." The commander peered out the window. "What is that asshole doing? Go back."
As the humvee whipped around, 182 let himself smile. Just a little. Then he sent one last order to the drags still circling overhead.
***
Rain watch in horror as the big man jumped out of the humvee and headed toward the damaged vehicle. What was he thinking? He was going to get himself killed. 
Not that she cared much. Her concern was for Micah and the big man had seemed to want to help Micah. More than the other Marines, anyway. 
She watched as the man headed toward the downed humvee and began helping injured men away from the burning vehicle. The other humvee turned around and came back, spitting out yet another passenger. It looked like the man who'd run past her. The one who was obviously in charge.
Before the man in charge could reach the others, one of the drags swooped down and snatched him up. Two bites and the man was gone, down the dragon's throat.
Rain stood there, her jaw hanging open as the drag let out a triumphant cry and then wheeled off into the distance along with the other two drags. "What the hell?"
The other Marines were obviously just as shocked. They all stood around staring at the sky before the big man snapped at them and they started hustling around, ushering the injured Marines into the remaining humvee.
With the vehicle now overflowing, they took off into the desert, leaving the burned out wreck and their own dead behind. Rain breathed a sigh of relief. They'd taken Micah with them. "Thank you, God." Padre Pedro would have been amused to hear Rain praying to a God she didn't even believe in.
Rain tried to ignore the worry nagging away at her, but it was there, lurking beneath the surface. Silently, she reminded herself that she already knew a way onto the Marine base. She'd been there twice and she could do it again as long as the Marines hadn't figured it out and sealed the secret entrance. She'd wait a few days, long enough for Micah to heal. Then she'd go and get him out. 
"Are they gone?"
Rain turned to find Albie standing beside her, watching the Marines' dust. "Yeah. Did you see that?"
"That drag chomping down on that asshole commander of theirs? Sight for sore eyes, if you ask me." Albie gave her a wicked grin.
"I should probably feel bad about that."
"Why? He deserved what he got. He's a murderer and a rapist and an asshat to boot." Albie was eminently practical as always. "Now come on, let's go see if they left anything good down there." 
Rain lifted an eyebrow. "Robbing the dead?"
"Why not? The Marines rob everyone else plenty."
"True enough." They'd robbed Sanctuary plenty. They hadn't murdered anyone, but they'd raped one of the girls. Rain still had some payback planned for that one. When she came across the man who was responsible. "Okay, let's go grave robbing."
Albie laughed at that as they headed toward the burned out humvee.



Chapter Eleven

The minute she approached the burned out humvee, Rain felt an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. It had been another scene just like this where she'd found Micah, half dead after a drag attack.
Pain gripped her heart so fiercely she almost doubled over with it. Life had always been about surviving one day to the next. Until she met Micah Caine. He'd changed everything. If he didn't survive... 
"Don't you be going to that dark place, girl." Albie's voice was as sharp as her gaze. "You got no time to be wallowing. There are people here who depend on you. Besides, that scientist will fix him up good as new, and that man of yours will be back in no time."
"I hope you're right." Rain glanced over at the older woman hunkered over a soldier, checking the man's pulse. Rain only hoped that Micah remembered her after Barnes was done with him. 
Albie's weathered face scrunched in concentration. Rain couldn't help but admire the woman. Albie was one of the oldest people she'd ever met, yet instead of sitting around letting other people cater to her, she was stomping around the desert doing what needed to be done.
"This one's dead." Albie stood up and shook her head. "What a waste."
Rain wasn't sure if she was talking about a life wasted by a drag, or by the Marines. Maybe both.
She squared her shoulders. Albie was right. She had no time to wallow. She would think about Micah later. There was work to be done. Her fingers found the throat of another Marine. No pulse. "This one's dead, too."
"Well, this one ain't. We got ourselves a live one."
Rain sucked in a sharp breath as she glanced over at Albie . "How bad is he?"
Albie shrugged. "Surprisingly, not too bad. Looks like he got knocked out and avoided the fire."
"We'd better get him back to town before he wakes up, then. We might be able to get some good intel out of him."
"And what happens when those Marines come back and find one of the bodies missing?" Albie's shrewd mind missed nothing.
Rain took in the scene. The skeleton of the humvee still smoked away, smudging the blue sky with brownish-black smoke. The bodies of the dead Marines huddled against its side, covered in soot and burns. 
"We smear some blood on the side of the humvee, maybe sprinkle some on the ground. We use his boots to make a trail off into the desert, and we cover our own tracks. They'll think he was injured and wandered off, got eaten by a drag or something. Anything missing from the bodies will be written off on the assumption he took it with him."
"Good plan." Albie nodded her approval. "Let's get the boys down here." She pulled a bit of bright purple cloth from one of the many pockets on her trousers and waved it wildly in the air.
Within minutes Jinx and a couple of the other young men of Fossil had arrived with a cart, and loaded the unconscious Marine for the trip back to town. They striped the dead Marines of their emergency gear and then hustled back the way they came, leaving Albie and Rain to put the final plan into action.
"You sure you're okay with this?" Concern laced Albie's voice.
"I have to be."
With a nod, Albie followed the boys back to town, erasing their tracks along the way. Even Rain with her Tracker skills would have been hard pressed to find sign that anyone else had been that way besides the Marines and the drags.
Rain felt slightly ill about desecrating the bodies of the Marines any further, but survival was paramount. Besides, the Marines didn't care about desecrating the bodies of civilians. Still, it didn't make her feel any better having to drain one of the bodies of a bit of blood. 
She took just enough for her purposes, using her bloody hand to create smeared handprints on the side of the humvee. Then she dribbled some blood at the base of the humvee and on the bottoms of the Marine's boots before limping off into the desert. Once she hit rockier ground she made a couple more blood smears on the rocks before putting her own boots back on and heading the long way back to town.
With a Marine in their custody they had a chance at some real information. Maybe they could even turn him to their cause. If they couldn't, it wouldn't be the first of his kind she'd killed. And then she was going to that base to free Micah Caine.
***
The memorial for Malcolm was short and sweet. Albie said a few words about what a good boy Malcolm had been, how much he'd sacrificed, and that they should all be willing to do what was needed to keep their town safe from drags and Marines. After that everyone sang a song about a brand new day, which Rain found a little odd, before laying the boy to rest behind the church. 
Once the body was buried and covered in dirt, two of the men placed a carefully cut chunk of earth over the grave. The sod was still covered in dead grasses and weeds so that at a glance, no one would be able to tell there was a new grave in the cemetery. They didn't even leave a marker by the grave, just a small stone with Malcolm's name painted on the side that faced the ground.
After the memorial, everyone headed to the bar. Albie pulled Rain aside, leading her to the makeshift jail cell where they were keeping their captive Marine.
"Says his name's Ben. Won't say nothin' more." Albie kept her voice low as the two of them peered through the doorway. The room beyond was completely empty except for the narrow cot where the Marine lay and the two armed men standing at attention. Not one to take chances, Albie had posted two guards outside the room, as well.
"Won't or can't?" Rain eyed the still form on the cot. There was a wide bandage around his head, but other than that he looked fine from where she was standing.
Albie shook her head. "Not sure. I know they brainwash the poor suckers, but from what I know they don't wipe their memories like they do with the Warriors."
"Yeah, that's the case from what I've seen." When the Marines took young men, they didn't bother with memory wipes. They just brainwashed them until they hate what they used to be. "I once saw a young Marine beat the shit out of his own mother because his commander told him to. Didn't even bat an eyelash." 
It had sickened Rain to her core. But it was a game the Marines loved to play. Take the recruit back to his own compound and have him torture and even kill those he'd once called family. The new Marines usually did it without so much as a flinch. The ones that did flinch... the punishment was swift and merciless. Rain could not imagine any amount of brainwashing would make her turn against those she loved.
She turned back to Albie. "You know what to do when he wakes again?"
A smile just this side of wicked. "Oh, yes, I know what to do."
"Good." Rain nodded. "I'm headed to the base. I want to make sure Micah's okay."
Albie grabbed her arm. "You be careful, you hear me? We can't afford to lose you."
"Don't worry." Rain wrapped the older woman in a bear hug. "You won't. I'm too much of a pain in the ass."
That made Albie laugh. "Isn't that the truth."
***
Rain carefully lifted the lid and peered into the dark, bottomless shaft. Well, it had a bottom, but it was so far down that one misstep and she'd be flatter than one of Padre Pedro's pancakes. 
A sad smile tugged at her lips. She missed Padre and the rest of Sanctuary so much. Despite how it had ended, they were still her family.
With a sigh Rain jerked her thoughts back to the present. She adjusted the rope slung over her shoulders and then heaved herself over the lip and down into the shaft. Her feet quickly found a rung of the ladder built into the side of the shaft, and she scrambled down into the darkness. 
She counted the rungs in her head as she edged further and further down into the darkness. When she hit the right number, she tied off the rope before continuing down another dozen rungs. She couldn't see it in the darkness, but she knew the entrance to the base's ductwork was just to her left. 
Using the rope, Rain carefully swung herself into the narrow entrance and began scooting her way through the ductwork, leaving the rope coiled at the entrance. She'd need it later.
Just like the last time, it seemed to take ages for Rain to get where she was going, but she finally found herself peering down through a grill into a lab much like the one where she'd once been held captive. A lone man sat at a steel-topped counter in the middle of the room doing something with various vials of fluid. Rain had no idea what he was doing, but knowing the man as she did, it could be nothing good.
Without taking her eyes off the man, she tested the screws and bolts holding the grill in place. Piece of cake. With nimble fingers she quietly loosened the screws one by one. Then with a single kick, the grill hit the floor with a clang at the same moment her feet touched the tile.
The man looked up from his work, a look of confusion on his face. His eyes widened when he saw his visitor.
"Hello, Dr. Barnes," Rain purred. "Long time, no see."



Chapter Twelve

Deep within the base, a familiar scent teased 182's nose. Memories surfaced, then sank before he could grab on to them.
Without bothering to pull on a shirt, he hopped off the bunk and followed the scent trail out the door of his quarters, and down the hall. This time he wasn't stopping until he found his answer.
***
"Why, Ms. Mauri, how lovely to see you again." Barnes's tone dripped with insincerity. "To what do I owe this pleasure?"
"I'm here for Micah. I'm here to make sure you do your job."
"Ah, Lieutenant Caine. I might have known. And what is my job?"
"To save him, of course," Rain all but snarled. "I know you don't give a shit about him, but you owe him that. Now where is he?"
"You are very much mistaken, my dear." Barnes put down the thin bit of glass he'd been tinkering with and peered at her over his glasses. "I very much care about the Lieutenant."
"Oh, please," Rain's voice was laced with scorn. "Don't try to tell me that Micah means anything to you. You left him in the desert to die." That's how she'd found him in the first place, her Dragon Warrior. Left barely alive beside a burned out humvee and the bodies of the dead.
Barnes peered at her through his thick lenses and shook his head almost sadly. "You are so wrong, my dear. We do not waste such valuable resources. You see, this is the problem when working with morons."
"Excuse me?"
"That day those idiot Marines had gone up against yet another dragon. I swear, some days they think they are the Knights of the Round Table."
Rain had no idea who the Knights of the Round Table were, nor why the Marines would think themselves such. She was, however, running out of patience. "Barnes... " her voice held an edge.
"They were down one vehicle, my dear. They had only enough room for the living. They needed to get the wounded back to base as soon as possible." Barnes frowned. "But like I said, they are all morons. They assumed the Dragon Warrior was dead, so they left him for collection at a later time. I swear you cannot get good help these days." He cackled at his own joke. "Once they did return, they found his body missing and realized their ghastly mistake. Idiots. Most displeasing. He was my greatest accomplishment, the Lieutenant."
"So, Micah does mean something to you," Rain said, "just not as a person. As an experiment."
"Silly child. That experiment could save us all." Barnes turned back to his work. "Unfortunately, it's a moot point. I shall have to start all over again."
"What do you mean? Where is Micah?" Fear speared through Rain.
The look on Barnes's face was as close to sympathetic, as a man like him could get. "He was too badly damaged this time. I can't repair him."
"What do you mean? You've repaired him many times before, surely." It was why Micah's memories of the last twenty-five years were so hazy. Every time they rebuilt him, he lost memories. It was as if no time had passed from the day he died.
"Of course." Barnes's lips quirked in a smile. "Unfortunately, last time you visited me, you destroyed my lab. And with it, the last vials of Lieutenant Caine's original genetic samples. I have nothing with which to repair him."
Rain's mind blanked in horror. Her actions had been an attempt to stop Barnes and his genetic manipulations. Or at least to slow him down. Instead she'd sentenced the man she loved to permanent death.
Something niggled at the back of her mind. "Wait. You used other people's DNA before. You could do that again."
Barnes raised his eyebrows. "Whatever are you talking about?"
Rain struggled to put her thoughts into words. "Micah told me once he had other people's memories. People he'd never met before. There was this one guy. Micah could remember him sneaking into one of the old hallways for a smoke. Micah said he even craved cigarettes sometimes, though he'd never smoked."
"How interesting!" Barnes clapped his hands together like a delighted child. "Many papers have been written on such things in the past, but I have never seen it for myself. What a pity the Lieutenant isn't here to discuss the matter."
"What are you talking about?"
"Cell memory, my dear," Barnes said. "When we first repaired the Lieutenant, we had to replace a couple of his organs. His own were badly damaged. Beyond repair. The donors were... former Marines who died in the line of duty. It was believed by some in the Before that the cells of organs could hold some of the memories of their previous owners, and that those memories could be passed to the recipient." He beamed at her. "It appears that this was the case with the Lieutenant."
"You didn't rebuild him with other Marine's DNA?"
"Heavens no. That would have been a mess."
"So, there's nothing you can do?" Rain's heart sank, tears welling at the corners of her eyes.
"No, child, nothing." Barnes's voice was almost gentle. "Micah Caine has finally crossed the last frontier for good."
Rain thought her legs would collapse beneath her. She wanted so badly to lie down on the floor and sob her heart out. It took everything she had to stay upright.
"I don't believe you." Yet the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach did. In her experience, Barnes wasn't a man prone to lying. Bragging, yes. Lying, not so much.
With a heavy sigh, the scientist carefully set down the instruments he'd been working with and stood up. "Follow me."
Rain followed Barnes out of the lab and down the hall to another room. He pushed open the heavy door revealing the room beyond. "This is our morgue," Barnes explained, leading Rain to one of the many sheet-covered tables in the room. He flipped back the sheet to reveal a face she knew even better than her own.
"Micah." Her voice broke. 
"Like I said, there is nothing I can do without his original DNA." Barnes shrugged. "I'd let you take his body with you for burial, but I doubt you can fit him through whatever rabbit hole you use to get into this place."
Rain sensed a taunt in that, but Barnes's face remained impassive, revealing nothing. She turned her attention back to Micah's body. She wanted to sob and scream and... smash something. Instead she stood silently, her whole body trembling in a flood of emotions she couldn't control. 
"Now, my dear," Barnes said as he flipped the sheet back over Micah's face, "I think it's time you should leave."
"What?" Rain felt dazed. His words made little sense.
"The Marines are on their way, and I am quite sure you don't want to spend the evening in their company. You should probably leave before they arrive." He didn't look at her but continued fussing with the sheet, tucking it carefully about the body.
"Why? Why would you let me go?"
He did turn to look at her then. His expression gave her the creeps. "You may be entirely unsuitable for my purposes&mdashno, don't ask why. You wouldn't understand. But I find I have grown rather fond of your feistiness. I would hate to see it destroyed. Now, may I suggest you leave by the back door? The boys will be here any minute." Barnes turned back to his work as though she no longer existed.
After a moment's hesitation, Rain took off across the morgue and through the back door into the dimly lit corridor beyond. Whatever Barnes's reasons for letting her go, she wasn't about to sit there like an idiot and get herself captured again.
Her soft boots made only faint sounds against the concrete floor as dim doorways flashes by her peripheral vision. She dredged up memories of the time she and Micah had broken into the base. Her heart seized up at the thought of him. Micah... 
She brushed the thought away. She couldn't break down now or she'd be captured. Instead she focused on finding the old, unused part of the base. She could escape from there.
Round a corner she suddenly crashed into something solid, nearly sending her toppling over on her ass. Instead, large hands grabbed her upper arms, holding her in place.
Fear coursed through Rain's body for a bare-chested Marine stood in front of her, abs and chest thick with slabs of muscles. Micah had been a big man, but this Marine was huge. The biggest she'd ever seen.
Slowly her eyes travelled up his chest and to his face. Her eyes widened. Her mouth dropped open. It took a few tries but she finally squeaked out a single word.
"Sutter?" 



Chapter Thirteen

182 frowned. The slender woman standing before him was unfamiliar. Her face, her form, they meant nothing. He was staring at a stranger, someone who definitely did not belong on the base.
He inhaled. Her scent was another matter. It teased at memories long purged from his mind.
"Sutter... what? How? You can't be... you're dead."
The last surprised him. He was very obviously not dead. Who was this woman? How did she know him? Why did what she called him seem familiar? Most of all, why did she think him dead?
"I have to get out of here. The Marines... " the woman glanced behind her, fear clear in her expression.
In a split second he made up his mind and grabbed her arm, feeling the tensile strength beneath the surface. She was stronger than she looked. Good. "No time. Come with me." He turned and strode back down the hall the way he'd come, tugging the woman behind him, deeper into the base.
"Sutter... "
"Quiet," he snapped. "Unless you want them to find you." He had no idea why he even cared, but somewhere deep inside the mess that was his mind was one imperative: Save her. 
Pain sliced through his brain, threatening to carve out that imperative and send him to his knees. He clenched his jaw, forcing the pain away by sheer will alone. It was something he'd taught himself during his time in Barnes's lab. Pain had been his constant companion then, and it was either master the pain, or die from it. The choice had been a simple one as far as 182 was concerned.
"Sutter."
This time her voice was a mere whisper of breath, but still he heard it. Ignoring her, he headed deeper into the unused portion of the base. He realized she probably couldn't see. The deeper they moved, the darker it got. Her human eyes wouldn't be able to keep up. But his... 
He turned his head toward her and heard her soft gasp confirming she'd seen the eerie green glow that betrayed the fact he was no longer entirely human. His night vision was as perfect as any drag's. She stopped resisting and moved even closer, allowing herself to be pulled through the dark. Trusting him.
But why did she trust him? How did she know him? And why did she call him 'Sutter?' These were questions that would have to wait for another place and time. 
He pulled up short in front of a blank, steel wall and the girl crashed into him. He barely felt her slight weight against his broad back and ignored her mumbled apology.
"Sutter, why are we down here? There's nowhere to go." 
He saw her move her hands over the blank wall. She might not be able to see in the dark, but she wasn't stupid. He smiled a little. "Stand back."
She did as she was told, taking two steps back from the wall. He gave an approving nod though he knew she couldn't see him. Then he slid his fingers into slight depressions on either side of the wall panel and gave a firm tug. The entire section came away from the wall, revealing more darkness beyond.
A gentle wind blew out of the space, fanning the girl's hair. "What is that?"
"The way out." He took her hand and gently guided her toward the opening in the wall. "Trust me."
She nodded. "I always have."
He wanted to ask her why, but there was no time. Instead, he guided her hand through the opening and to the side, wrapping her fingers around the first rung of the metal ladder. Then he helped guide her foot out to find the same. The rest was up to her.
"Swing yourself out and climb up. Don't stop until you're free of this place."
"Sutter... "
"No time," he interrupted. "We will talk. But not today."
She paused for a moment then gave a brief nod before swinging herself out and onto the ladder. He waited for the sound of her boots on the rungs before replacing the wall panel and jogging back to his bunk. 
Oh, yes, they would talk. And he knew just where to find her.
***
Rain managed to keep the tears back until she was well away from the Marine base. Then she let them fall unchecked, sobs ripping at her chest until she thought her ribs might snap. Grief overwhelmed her, turning her usually graceful stride into a drunken stagger.
Micah was dead. Really, truly dead. Pain ripped through her heart. He wasn't coming back. And she had no idea how she was going to survive without him. 
She swiped angrily at her tears. Of course she would survive. She was a damned Tracker. She might never feel anything again, but she would survive and she would make sure the people of Fossil did, too. Micah would want that. She wanted that.
And Sutter. How could he still be alive? What was going on? Confusion and pain whirled around inside her until she thought her brain would explode.
For a moment a ray of hope lightened her sorrow. If Sutter was still alive, maybe Micah was, too? But Barnes had insisted there was no possibility of bringing Micah back and unfortunately, she believed him. Barnes enjoyed bragging about his scientific conquests far too much to lie about that. 
Tears still burned in her throat and threatened to spill out of her eyes, but Rain refused to give into the grief that was overwhelming her. If her footsteps staggered slightly in the dusty ground, there was no one there to notice. If the occasional sob broke the silence, there was no one to hear. By the time Fossil came into sight, she had her emotions under control. Mostly.
Albie met her on the edge of town and wrapped skinny arms around Rain in a warm hug. The old woman pressed her weathered cheek against Rain's smooth one and whispered, "It's okay to be sad."
That broke the last barrier of grief and Rain sobbed in Albie's arms until there wasn't a tear left and her head ached from crying. When she finally looked up the whole town had gathered, their heads bowed as if in prayer. A silent testament to the loss of the man who'd given them hope.
Rain lifted her chin, straightened her shoulders and stepped away from Albie. "We're not done." Her voice carried through the stillness. "Micah would want us to keep going, to put the plan into action. So, that's what we're going to do. You with me?"
The whole town nodded as one. They were behind her.
She gave them a little smile, but it was colored by sorrow. "Good. Then we start again tomorrow. Tonight, I'm getting drunk."
***
182 lay on his narrow bunk starring at the ceiling. His face remained impassive, but his mind was running through scenarios faster than an ordinary human brain could possibly think. 
Yes, that was it. That was the plan. 
A tiny smile quirked his lips. Something his fellow Marines would have been very surprised to see on the usually stoic face.
It would have to wait. Tomorrow was soon enough. For tonight he needed to sleep. To recharge. To allow the base to lull itself back into its usual, arrogant stupor.
182 closed his eyes and allowed the vision of the girl to replay itself in his mind. Over and over she stared up at him, eyes wide. "Sutter."
Was that his name? Was he Sutter?
He couldn't remember.
As he drifted into that space between sleeping and waking, something else came to him. Not a scent or a sound, but more like a thought. Or a feeling. Not from within, but from the mind of another. Like when he connected with the drags.
Except this was no drag.
As sleep tugged him under, 182 realized he was not alone. He'd just touched the mind of another. One like him. A Dragon Lord.



Chapter Fourteen

Rain's eyes snapped open in the darkness. She had no idea what had woken her, but something was wrong. Something was out of place. A sound, perhaps? A shift in the air currents?
She lay perfectly still, letting her senses, honed by years of Tracking, do their work. Her eyes were useless in the windowless underground room, but she had plenty of other senses to play with. No least was her sense of smell.
Her fingers curled around the Bowie knife she always kept under her pillow. Just in case. Nimble fingers slipped the razor-sharp blade from its sheath. 
"I suggest you start talking before I start slicing." She kept her voice firm, even, with an edge of fierce. Not even the slightest shiver of fear. Because there was no fear. Without Micah she just didn't care anymore.
"Now, that would be a mistake."
"Sutter?"
"So you called me before."
Rain let the knife slip from her fingers as she fumbled with the hurricane lantern she kept beside the bed. Micah had chosen it for her because he thought she'd find the cobalt blue glass pretty. She ignored the ache in her heart and turned toward the intruder.
It was Sutter, all right, but not the Sutter she'd known back at Sanctuary. This Sutter was nearly half a foot taller, with rippling muscles that put even Micah's Dragon Warrior physique to shame. His massive pectoral muscles stretched the fabric of his tan t-shirt to the breaking point and his huge biceps were nearly splitting the seams of the sleeves. Whatever they'd done to him, whatever Barnes had done to him, had changed Sutter in ways Rain couldn't begin to imagine. Only the face and the voice were the same.
"Oh my god, your eyes," she whispered.
In the dim light of the room, his once chocolate-brown eyes now glowed an eerie green as though lit from within. The dark pupils weren't round like a human's but elongated like that of a... She swallowed. Sutter's eyes looked like those of a dragon.
"What did Barnes do to you?" She wasn't sure she wanted to know, but she had no doubt Barnes was behind it.
"You know Dr. Barnes?"
She scowled. "We've met. What happened, Sutter? Last time I saw you... "
"Why do you call me Sutter?"
Rain frowned. "Because that's your name."
"At the base they call me Patient 182."
She shrugged. "Maybe they do, but you are Sutter. Sutter Nielsen."
"Then you do know me." His voice and face were impassive, as though the answer didn't matter. But Rain knew better. 
"Of course I know you. We've known each other since we were children." She reached out and took his now massive hand between her own. "You, me, Elan. We were inseparable."
He frowned. "Elan?"
"Your brother. Your twin brother. You are identical." She took in Sutter's now massive frame. "You were identical. Barnes appears to have done some enhancing in the size department."
"What is your name?"
She smiled a little. "Rain."
Sutter was silent for a moment. "I don't remember."
"Barnes once told me that's what he does to people like you. He brainwashes you. Erases your memory."
"Sometimes it's like I almost remember... " his voice trailed off.
"And then the pain comes," Rain said.
"Yes."
"Conditioning. It's to prevent you from remembering. Barnes told Micah that there wasn't room from the Warrior training and the memories, but Barnes is a liar."
"I've no doubt." Sutter's voice was dry as dust. "Barnes is not a man familiar with truth."
That made her laugh. "Definitely not."
"Who is Micah?"
The question made Rain's heart lurch in agony. "He was a Warrior like you, but he left the Marines and joined us."
"Why?"
"Because he loved me. And because he knew that what the Marines are doing is wrong." She watched him closely. Sutter made no move to indicate whether or not he agreed with the sentiment, but if there was anything left of the Sutter she had once known, he was thinking about it.
"I don't think I am a Warrior."
The sudden change in tack took Rain by surprise. "What do you mean?"
He began pacing the length of the small room. Not that he got far. With his long legs he barely took three or four paces before he had to turn around. "I have never met a Dragon Warrior, but I have heard the others talking. The Warriors do not have eyes like mine."
"No, that's true." Micah's had been the very same bright, sapphire blue they'd been when he was a regular human soldier.
"And, also... " Sutter hesitated.
"Yeah?"
"They can't do what I can do."
Rain frowned. "What do you mean? What can you do?"
He came to an abrupt stop, his eerily glowing eyes intent on her face. "I can control the dragons."
***
"What?" Albie blinked, her Mason jar glass half raised to her lips.
"I know. That's what I said." Rain tossed back her own drink, welcoming the burn that singed her insides. "Apparently he can get into their minds, see what they see, feel what they feel. He can make them do what he wants, attack where he says."
"And he's the one that's been controlling the dragons in broad daylight? Attacking the town?"
"Yeah." Rain nodded. "According to Sutter, the Marines still don't know this place is occupied. Not that they would have cared. They were just using it as a sort of practice ground to hone Sutter's skills. They're hoping that with him, and others like him, they can finally weaponize the drags."
"Shit." Albie's voice was vehement.
"No kidding."
"So," Albie peered thoughtfully into the bottom of her nearly empty jar, "he's like some kind of Dragon Lord."
Rain shrugged. "Sure. I guess. Sounds about right." A whole new breed of Warrior, and a terrifying one at that.
Albie glanced around the dusty bar before leaning in closer. "Think we can break his conditioning like you did with Micah? He could prove useful."
"I don't know. From what I can tell his conditioning runs a lot deeper than Micah's did." Rain frowned. "I think they did something different with him. I mean, he was burned beyond recognition, Albie. I don't know how they could have revived him, there was nothing left." Which begged the question, if they could do that to Sutter, what about Micah? Still, Sutter would have told her if Micah was alive.
"Terrifying thought, ain't it? What they might have done." The older woman nodded sagely. "You got him hidden?"
"Yeah. For now. I thought it best."
"True enough. It was hard enough for this town to accept a hero like Lieutenant Micah Caine. No way they're just going to welcome one of these Dragon Lord Marines with open arms. Holy crap." She grabbed the half empty bottle off the table and splashed some more liquor into her glass.
"I don't know if I can reach him, Albie. Even after all those years Tracking together. He's like a brother and I don't know if I can get him back." Rain could feel the hot tears pressing against her eyelids. It was all just too much. Micah dead, Sutter back from the dead, but changed. How much could one person be expected to take?
"Maybe someone else can."
"Who?"
Albie smiled. "The Green Witch."
"Cyan? Are you kidding me? That girl, woman, whatever, can't handle Sutter. Shit, he'd break her in half."
"But he trusts you, at least a little," Albie pointed out. "On some level you still mean something to him. He saved you and then he came to you for answers." 
"Yeah. So?"
"So if he really wants to remember and you tell him the Green Witch can help, then he's bound to do as you ask. He will listen to her because you tell him to."
Rain could see the sense in that, but still. "I don't see how she can be of any use. She doesn't have any real magic. Not like the story books. She just knows some medicine and some herbs and stuff."
"She knows other things. Things that might just be able to unlock the human mind."
"If he's still human," Rain muttered to herself.
"What?"
"Never mind. It's time to pick up Melia anyway. It wouldn't hurt to take Sutter along and see what Cyan can do. If Sutter agrees." Maybe if it worked, Sutter could be convinced to help them.
Albie smiled a little. "Oh, he will. If he didn't believe something was fundamentally wrong with those fake-ass Marines, he wouldn't have come to you in the first place."
Rain nodded. The woman had a point. She got up to go, but turned back. "One more thing, Albie. We might have a small problem."
Albie rolled her eyes. "We need more problems like we need more holes in our damn heads."
That startled a laugh out of Rain. Albie had such a way with words. "I hear you. Thing is Sutter said that before he left the base he sensed another one like him somewhere on the base, but he couldn't find them. He thinks Barnes has the other one locked up somewhere."
"Another Dragon Lord type? Shit, that's all we need. We're going to have to find whoever it is and either capture them or kill them. We can't be letting those Marines control the drags. That'd be the end of everything."
Albie wasn't kidding. If the Marines were truly able to weaponize the drags, they were all screwed to hell. 
"Agreed. One other thing, though," Rain said.
"Do I want to hear this?"
"Sutter says he thinks it's a woman."
Albie's eyes widened. "Well, slap my ass and call me Sally."
Rain had no idea what that meant, but she understood the sentiment. "Okay, Sally. Watch yourself. I'm off to find some magic."
"Shoo, girl. You're going to need it."



Chapter Fifteen

"Dammit, Barnes, this is the second time one of your damned experiments has broken its conditioning." The voice cut through the darkness in his head. "Don't even get me started on that freak of nature in the basement."
"Commander, I'll have you know that freak of nature, as you call her, could just be the answer we have been looking for." The second voice was arrogant, almost prissy. 
"How do I know you didn't fuck up with this one, too?" the commander's voice cracked against his eardrums.
The one called Barnes heaved a sigh. "If you will look at the sample from our original subject and compare it to that of our current subject you will see that... "Barnes rambled on about blood samples and comparative analysis. 
Shadows of memory moved through his mind. He remembered that voice, and the man behind it. He stirred as his mind returned to wakefulness, the smooth vinyl of the gurney sticking to his back. His stomach rebelled and he turned his head to heave out whatever was in his stomach. Nothing came up.
"Why lookee here, Barnes." It was the Commander's voice. "Your latest freak is awake." 
"I am aware, Commander." Barnes's voice was dry as dust. "Good morning, Patient 183."
"That's not my name." His voice was as raw as his throat. 
The man called Barnes smiled a little. The smile reminded 183 of a reptile. Cold. Calculating.
"What is your name?" Bug eyes peered from behind thick spectacles. Thick, yellow nails tapped at a clipboard. 
183 opened his mouth to answer, but again; nothing came out. Memories came in fits and spurts. A laughing face framed by dark-blond hair. Soft lips pressed against his. Fire. Pain. But not his name.
"Why isn't he answering?" The Commander stepped into view, his sunburned face wreathed in a scowl. His thick hands propped on camouflage-clad hips. Every line of his body spoke of arrogance and the thirst for power.
"He can't." Barnes's smile grew even more calculating. "He doesn't remember. Do you, 183?" He didn't wait for a reply, but hurried across the room toward a colorful display of three double helixes. "You see, I began blocking the memory retrieval process during splicing. It isn't complete, but by incorporating it during splicing it will provide an extra layer of conditioning missing in the earlier incarnations."
Splicing? Memory retrieval? Whatever they were talking about, 183 didn't like it. He tried to heave himself off the gurney but realized for the first time he was strapped down. He couldn't hold back the snarl of frustration. The low, guttural sound shocked him to his core. It was more animal than human. Unexpected fear coursed through him, turning his blood to ice. What was wrong with him?
Barnes turned from the helix display, his snakelike gaze taking in 183's distress. "Ah, so you see the truth at last. You are no longer entirely human. Don't worry. After the final phase of conditioning, it will no longer matter. You won't remember a thing."
It was all too much. Rage, fear, pain crashed through 183 in overwhelming waves. The scream that came from his throat was, indeed, nothing human.
Barnes and the Commander appeared singularly unmoved, returning to the helix display. But they all froze as another sound filled the room. Faint, but definitely there. 
From deep within the bowels of the base came an answering and equally inhuman cry. The sound chilled 183 to the core. For in that cry was nothing human at all.
***
"I'm surprised your people would allow me near their healer."
Rain glanced over at Sutter. He'd been silent since they'd left Fossil nearly two hours ago, but obviously something had been nagging at him. His physique wasn't the only thing that had changed. He was quieter now. More cautious. And he didn't smile.
"She's not exactly our healer. She sort of does her own thing. Besides, everyone pretty much does what Albie says, and since Albie trusts me and I trust you... " She let the thought trail off. "Plus, we didn't exactly tell them you were coming along."
"Are you sure trusting me is wise?" 
His expression didn't give away any clue as to what her answer should be, but Rain had never been anything but honest with Sutter. She peered ahead through the heat haze as it shimmered off the broken pavement. They weren't far from where the high desert turned into forest.
"Well, we don't trust you that much. Albie made me promise to blindfold you for the last part of the trip."
His left eyebrow went up. "And how do you expect I should walk without the use of my eyes?"
Rain grinned. "You'll see."
He simply nodded in acceptance. His reaction gave her hope. The old Sutter had trusted her implicitly. There was obviously something of that left inside this new Sutter, or he wouldn't trust her so easily.
A short while later they passed into the shadows of the forest. The old highway grew harder to traverse and the gradient turned Rain's legs to jelly. Her breath came in gasps. Her body had been honed by years of Tracking, but this particular trip left even her exhausted. 
She glanced at Sutter again. He wasn't even sweating. His body was like a machine, moving onward at a steady pace, never breaking stride. He never stumbled over cracks or potholes. Never got swiped by overgrown branches. Just kept moving with powerful strides, easily evading each and every pitfall. Something else new. The old Sutter had never had such grace or power. She was glad the new one was still on her side.
For the moment.
"Here." She stopped at a wide spot in the road about halfway up the pass. The spot had probably once had a very nice view of the valley below, but the sides of the highway were so overgrown Rain could barely catch glimpses of the sky through the trees. "We wait."
Sutter nodded and shrugged out of his pack before taking a seat on a downed tree that blocked half the road. She took a seat beside him and they both waited. Rain couldn't decide if the silence was companionable or awkward. With the old Sutter she'd have known what to do, but this new person... She didn't know what to do, how to deal. She'd already mourned his loss once. Now it was almost like a second mourning. He was back, and yet he wasn't.
He stiffened beside her. "Something's coming."
"Yep. That's our ride."
***
"Holy fish paste!"
Cyan slammed on the brakes, nearly sending her rattletrap old truck careening off the road. Not that there was much road left to speak of. 
She peered through the cracked, bug spattered windshield. Rain was standing alongside the road just as they'd planned, but the man beside her was definitely not Micah. 
Cyan didn't see a lot of men up on her mountain, but she was pretty sure the man looming over Rain was in no way your garden-variety man. For one thing, he was enormous. For another... 
She'd been young, 7 or 8, when the drags came. She honestly didn't remember much, it was all such a blur, the time of the War. But there were a few things Cyan remembered from The Before. 
She especially remembered what her mom had called "Mother/Daughter Days." They'd spend the morning shopping and getting their nails done and doing other girl stuff. In the afternoon they always stopped at the same cozy little coffee shop.
Cyan remembered clearly the warm, roasted, coffee bean scent of the place. She remembered the smile of the girl that always helped them, and the way the late afternoon light glinted off what seemed like dozens of silver hoops jammed through various body parts. Cyan also remembered the hot summers when the barista wore a razorback shirt that showed off the wings tattooed across her back. Cyan had been convinced the girl was a real angel. When she said so, the barista had always smiled and handed her a chocolate candy for free.
"Shhhh... " she'd whisper to Cyan, "our little secret."
No matter how hard she tried Cyan could never remember what she'd had to drink on those days. But she did remember quite clearly what her mom had to drink: Skinny latte with a shot of vanilla. Every single time.
The two of them would sit at a table next to the front window and watch the passersby as they sipped their drinks. Cyan loved watching as her mother took the long-handled spoon and swirled the white milk and dark brown espresso together in the clear glass, turning the liquid into a rich, caramel color.
The man standing next to Rain was the exact same shade of caramel as that latte. His eyes, as they met hers through the windshield, however, were another story. The eerie green glow froze her heard in her chest. All she could think was alien.
The eyes might not have been human, but the heat in them certainly was. She felt heat rise, sending a pink flush racing across her cheeks. Damn her pale skin.
She didn't dare turn the engine off for fear it wouldn't start again, so she leaned out the open window. "Welcome back, Rain. Where's Micah?" Who's your friend? But she couldn't bring herself to voice the words for fear Rain would see how hard her heart was beating. She felt like an idiot.
"Long story. I'll tell you at the cabin." Rain's expression was grim, her voice sounded like it was about to break.
Cyan nodded. Whatever Rain had to tell her, she knew it wouldn't be good. 
"This is Sutter. We grew up together. He needs your help." Rain nodded toward the big man whose eyes had never left Cyan's face.
She swallowed hard and nodded again, her fingers gripping the steering wheel so hard her knuckles turned white. "Sure thing. Hop in." 
She watched in the review mirror as the man called Sutter hopped into the truck bed, dipping the rear axle on its springs. Rain followed him, tying a blindfold around the man's eyes. Weird. There was something seriously weird going on. 
"Okay, ready," Rain called out.
Cyan carefully pulled the truck around, bouncing over tree roots and random clumps of weeds that had taken up residence on the highway. With a final subtle glance in the mirror at her strange new travelling companion, she headed for home. 



Chapter Sixteen

Sutter didn't bother informing Rain he didn't need his sight to tell where they were going. His senses of hearing and smell were far more acute than an ordinary human's. He'd be able to find his way back to this place again any time he wanted. But making her feel safe was strangely paramount. 
Then there was their driver.
There was something about her wild, dark curls and pale skin flushed with... embarrassment? But what would she have to be embarrassed about? Strange emotions stirred inside him. Emotions he didn't recognize. He had no idea what they meant or what to do with them. So, he ignored them and focused on the journey.
Something sparked in his mind. An awareness. There were drags nearby. How had their driver survived in this remote area with drags so close? 
"Is the area safe?"
There was a pause. "From the drags, you mean?" Rain's voice sounded a little raw. 
"Yes."
"Cyan says they don't come here. That they never have."
That was... strange. The drags went anywhere they pleased. Anywhere there were humans to feed on. 
"There are no nests nearby?"
"Not that I know of. But I haven't Tracked out here much. Haven't had a chance. Why?"
He shrugged. "Just... want to make sure." Perhaps the drags nested nearby, but preferred to hunt elsewhere. There was no sense worrying people for nothing. Besides, he'd know the minute they were in danger.
Instead he focused his thoughts on their driver. On the memory of those haunting dark eyes staring into his soul. His heart sped up. He had no idea why.
***
Rain was relieved to find Melia up and about, albeit moving slowly. She'd lost some weight and was a little shaky, but Cyan assured Rain the girl was healing nicely and could go home.
"I'm sorry about Micah." Cyan glanced up from the vegetables she was chopping, eyes soft with obvious sympathy. 
Rain swallowed hard, fighting back tears that had threatened to spill over nearly every hour of every day for the past week. "Thank you." Even to her own ears, her voice sounded a little ragged.
"Melia told me about your plan. For the dragon carcasses." Thankfully Cyan changed the subject . "It's clever. Why didn't anyone do it before? Seems simple enough. Surround the compounds with dead drags, keep the live ones away."
Rain shrugged. "Yeah, sounds simple, but have you ever tried to kill a drag?"
Cyan smiled, clearly amused by the thought. "Definitely not. Haven't even seen one since I was a child."
"You're lucky. They're a bitch to kill. One person alone can't do it."
"You did."
Rain clenched her jaw as painful memories flooded her mind. Sutter's body burned beyond recognition. Micah lying broken on the ground. "I got lucky. The first time. The second time, I killed Sutter." She glanced over to Sutter sitting quietly in the living room, apparently oblivious to their conversation.
Cyan glanced up again. "What do you mean?"
Rain sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. "Drags have very few vulnerabilities, that's why the only way to bring one down is to be very lucky, or have a dragon blade. The first time I killed one I totally lucked out. And the only person who died... well, she kind of deserved it. She was working for the Marines."
"Oh my word." Cyan stared with her mouth slightly open, knife forgotten in her hand. "And the second time?"
"I found some grenades on a Track, tossed one down the drag's throat. Unfortunately the explosion didn't just take out the drag." She could almost smell the stench of burned human flesh. "Anyway, most of the time Micah killed the drags, we just kind of helped. If it weren't for him our plan would be dead in the water. That's why nobody's done it before."
Cyan frowned. "Don't the Marines notice all the drag bodies lying around?"
Rain shrugged. "Naw. We keep them pretty well hidden in ravines and such. Living drags can still sense their own dead, but the Marines don't spend too much time poking around in out-of-the-way places. We've been okay so far."
Cyan appeared to mull things over for a bit. "But how is Sutter here, alive, if he died in the explosion?" Her obvious confusion was understandable.
"That crazy mad scientist guy I told you about? He brought him back somehow. DNA splicing or some shit. I don't understand." Rain shrugged and snagged a carrot to munch on. 
"How do you think I can help?" Cyan asked. "I know nothing about genetics."
"Thing is." Rain took a bite out of the carrot. The juices were earthy and sweet. "I was able to break Micah's conditioning. Granted, he had a head injury to help out, but we were able to break it surprisingly easily. Sutter is another matter. You know a lot about herbs and medicine and stuff. Maybe you can, I don't know, think of something."
Cyan returned to chopping vegetables, her forehead creased in thought. "There might be something I can do."
"What?" Rain leaned forward eagerly. She was willing to try almost anything to get her friend back. She'd lost too much already. Plus, if Sutter could remember the truth, maybe he'd help her protect the people of Fossil.
"I honestly don't know if it will work," Cyan admitted, "but I could try some hypnosis. Coupled with the medicinal properties of particular plants, I might be able to help him access memories he can't get to on his own. But then, I have no idea what they've done to him. There might not be anything there to retrieve." 
"I'm willing to take that risk."
"But is he?"
Rain glanced over to where Sutter sat stiffly on the sofa while Melia chatted at him non-stop. The expression on his face was one of stoic acceptance. It almost made her smile. Almost. "Yes. He is." They'd talked about it a bit on the way up the mountain. The very fact that Sutter still trusted her gave Rain hope.
***
Smoky silhouettes circled the room as another cloud of steam erupted from the hot stones. Cyan carefully hung the dipper back on the side of the bucket of cold water. It was time.
She'd seen her grandmother perform such ceremonies many times, though she'd never done one herself. Her grandmother had explained that the ritual was one of her own devising, a combination of tribal practices, guided meditation, and Reiki healing. Cyan had no idea if she could pull it off or if it would even work, but she liked Rain so she was going to try.
Her eyes met Sutter's. She had no idea how to read those strange, glowing green eyes or that solemn face, but warmth flushed her body, warmth that didn't come from the mound of heated stones next to them. 
She handed Sutter a mug of herbal infusion, proud that her hand didn't shake even when his fingers brushed against hers. The zing of electricity sparked straight up her arm, but she pretended she didn't notice even though her heart thumped so hard against her ribcage she thought it might beat right out of her.
"Drink this." She kept her voice low and smooth like she remembered her grandmother doing. 
There is power in the human voice. Her grandmother used to say. If you can learn to harness that power, you can move mountains. Cyan didn't know about that, but she was hoping that it would help heal the man sitting across from her.
Without question or hesitation Sutter raised the mug to his lips and drank deeply. She watched in fascination as the muscles in his powerful throat worked, beaded sweat glistening against latte skin. She'd never felt such a connection to anyone before and it frightened her and excited her at the same time.
She took back the empty mug from him and set it down beside her. "Take my hands." 
Sutter hesitated for just a moment before reaching out. Her pale hands vanished into his large ones. The electricity ripped through Cyan, hitting every sensitive point in her body.
"Now close your eyes." It was difficult to keep the emotions raging through her out of her voice.
He did as he was told. She doubted he would be so accommodating. A small smile quirked her lips as she closed her own eyes.
"Take a deep breath in. Breathe out and relax." She paused a moment before continuing. Opening herself to the power and energy of the universe, she let it flow through her own body and into Sutter's. "Now, take me back to the very first moment you remember." 
Cyan had no idea how much time had passed. It could have been days or just a few moments as she took Sutter deeper and deeper into his own mind. She had no idea if they were truly getting anywhere, but she kept her impatience at bay and her voice low and smooth. Thanks to the herbs and the meditation, his mind was as wide open as she could get it. If there was anything left of him to recover, it would be now. 
His hands tightened around hers so hard they hurt. Cyan's eyes flew open to find Sutter staring at her, those strange green eyes glowing so bright they washed the dim room in eerie green.
No, not at her. He wasn't staring at her, but at some point in the distance. Somewhere beyond the walls, beyond what she could see.
"Sutter? Sutter, what is it?"
He turned toward her and there was very little human in his face. "They're coming." 



Chapter Seventeen

"What's that?" 
Rain froze. She'd heard it too. It was a sound she knew very well.
Melia's eyes grew wide. "It's a drag, ain't it?"
"More like two drags." Dammit. She didn't have grenades. And a bow and arrows only worked if she got really lucky.
"Shit. What we gonna do?" 
Rain clenched her jaw. "You are going to stay right here, out of the way. I'm going to get Sutter's ass out of that sauna thing."
"But, Rain... " 
Melia sounded terrified. Rain couldn't blame her. Last time she faced a drag, the kid had nearly gotten killed. 
Rain knelt down beside the couch and cupped the girl's face in her palms. "Listen to me. I'm going to protect you. Do you hear me? I'm not going to let anything happen to you. You stay here where it's safe. Promise me."
Melia nodded. "Promise."
"Okay, then. I'll be back." With that Rain grabbed one of the lanterns off the end table and hurried down the hall toward the little room Cyan had called a "sauna." Sutter and Cyan were already on their way to meet her. She caught Sutter's eye. "You hear them?"
He shook his head. "Feel them."
"Why would they come here?" Cyan sounded nearly as frightened as Melia had. Her normally pale face had turned sheet white. "They've never come before. They've always left this place alone."
"It's the plants outside. The scent usually repels drags, but there's something they want more now." Sutter's expression was grim. "They're coming for me."
"What?" Rain exchanged a look with Cyan. If the other woman's expression was anything to go by, she was just as confused as Rain was. "What do you mean? What happened?"
"We were just doing some guided meditation," Cyan explained as they hurried through the cabin toward the front room where she'd left Melia. "I don't know what happened."
Guided meditation. Sounded like some crack pot thing Padre Pedro would love. Like prayer or something. "Yeah, okay. Sutter?"
"I don't know. One minute I was almost remembering and then next it was as thought the drags were there. In my mind."
"So they're coming for you. To do what?" Rain prodded.
"I don't know."
Rain mulled it over while Sutter started rummaging through his pack. "Well, you have an affinity for them, right? Maybe they're lonely or something. They want to make friends." It sounded lame even to her. 
"Unlikely. They are attracted to me, yes, but they do not view me as a friend." He pulled out a long narrow package wrapped in canvas. 
"But you can control them, right?"
"Maybe. I am unsure. I have only controlled multiple creatures one time. It was very difficult." With nimble fingers he unwrapped the bindings revealing the blade beneath.
"It's beautiful," Cyan breathed as the light from the lanterns caught and refracted of the diamond-edged blade. "What is it?"
"It's the blade of a Dragon Warrior," Rain said. "It's the only thing that can cut through dragon hide."
"You're a warrior?" Cyan stared at Sutter as though she'd seen a ghost.
"No," he said calmly as he strode toward the door. "I am more."
***
He could feel them coming, rushing through the darkness. Their powerful wings beat heavy strokes through the night air. He knew they felt him, too. They were in his mind like he was in theirs. He understood their drive, their hunger. But he had people to protect. Part of him, at least, was still human.
Focusing all his will power, he sent a message straight into their minds. Turn around. Go back. 
It was more a mental image than actual words. That's how they thought, the drags. In pictures. Still, it didn't work. The beasts kept coming. 
"Get back in the house," he bellowed. Not that it would matter. The drags could burn the log cabin to cinders in mere moments. But it would at least keep everyone temporarily out of harm's way.
"Fuck that." Rain was beside him, arrow already notched. "You are not facing those bastards alone."
His lips quirked at her militant expression. A shard of memory sliced through his mind. Rain, with the same expression on her face, ready to charge into battle. How many times had he seen her just so? Too many to count.
He shook the memories off. Now was not a time for remembering. "The bed of the truck. You can aim better from there." It would also provide her some measure of protection, though she'd no doubt be pissed as hell if she caught him trying to protect her. Apparently she didn't because she simply nodded and took off for the truck. She flung herself into the bed with enough force to make even him wince. Not one to do anything by halves, that girl. Then he wondered where the thought had come from.
Checking first to make Cyan was safely inside, he turned his attention to the drags. Their minds were wild, these ones. More so than those he was used to controlling. The images in their minds were fragmented so badly, he couldn't grab control of them.
The first of the dragons swooped down, strafing the yard with fire and barely missing the tuck where Rain lay hidden. She popped up and loosed an arrow, but the beast veered slightly as though it expected her. The arrow glanced harmlessly of its tough hide.
"Shit." Sutter cursed under his breath. The damn drag was reading his mind. It had known Rain was there because he knew she was there. He reordered his thoughts, keeping the images of the beasts foremost in his mind while keeping the rest of this mind a complete blank. 
The second drag swooped in, rearing back for a fire strike. With his attention on the creature, Sutter didn't notice Rain until the second arrow lodged itself in the drag's gullet. The beast let out a hacking cough and its fire went wild, no doubt burning the offending arrow to cinders. Still, it had given him time.
As the first dragon wheeled in the sky, preparing for another pass, Sutter hauled ass for the center of the clearing. He needed higher ground, but there was none unless he wanted to climb a damn tree and there was no time for that. 
"Sutter! What the hell are you doing, you idiot?" Rain sounded pissed as hell.
He ignored her and focused on the dragon as it started its run. He could sense at the back of his mind that the second drag was still out of range. For now. 
The first drag swooped toward him, opening its maw wide. It seemed almost angry. As though it knew what he was and wanted him dead. It charged straight for Sutter and just before it reached him he dove beneath the drag and lunged up, his sword slicing into its belly. The blade went deep enough to piss the thing off, but not deep enough to cause any permanent damage.
With a shriek the dragon lashed out with its tail, catching Sutter across the abdomen and sending him tumbling into the trees. He landed hard and felt something in his leg snap. The pain was immediate. Vicious. He turned his head and vomited into the underbrush.
"Sutter!" Rain was screaming from the truck. Panic was clearly overwhelming her common sense. 
"I'm fine," he yelled back, needing her to keep calm. He couldn't allow her to distract him from what he had to do. He needed every ounce of focus.
There was a pause. "You better be or I'm going to wring your neck. I already watched you die once, I'm not doing it again."
Ah, so that was it. Her panic made sense now. He attempted to get up, but it was useless. His leg couldn't take any of his considerable weight and the nausea from the pain was making him see double.
He tried, instead, to focus on the drags, but the pain was so intense he couldn't focus. All he could see were swirls of color accompanied by the intense hunger for flesh that only came from the mind of a drag. "Can you see them?"
"Yeah," Rain's voice was calm again. "They're wheeling overhead. It's like... they're confused or something."
Confused. That was it. They were still picking up on his thoughts, feeling his pain. The swirling colors were probably the projection of his own mind onto theirs. 
With a smile, Sutter closed his eyes and willed the pain to flood his body and into his mind. Just before he blacked out he shoved all that hideous pain into the drags wheeling overhead. The last thing he heard was the scream of a dragon in mortal anguish.



Chapter Eighteen

Rain watched with her mouth hanging open, like a moron. At first the drags had clearly been working together. Then they'd seemed confused. Now they were attacking each other viciously, their long, sinuous bodies tumbling over and over in the sky.
The drag Sutter had sliced open was dripping great, wet drops of red onto the ground below. Hot blood splattered on the ground, splashing the truck and peppering Rain with red mist.
The uninjured drag snatched at the other with teeth and claws as though trying to rip the wound open wider. The injured drag fought back like a cornered animal, its howls and snarls turning Rain's blood to ice. The beasts ripped and tore at each other until the blood fell like a steady rain and she could no longer tell which dragon was which.
With one last tear of its teeth, one of the drags ripped open the other's throat. One last spray of blood hit Rain full in the face.
"Gross." She swiped the drag blood out of her eyes and watched in horrified fascination as the dead dragon plunged to the ground with enough force to bounce the truck on its wheels. Rain gripped the sides of the bed, praying the truck wouldn't overturn.
With a final triumphant cry, the remaining drag wheeled away and disappeared into the distance. 
"Holy crikey heck, what the hell?" Rain muttered to herself as she clambered out of the truck bed.
"What happened?"
Rain turned to find Cyan standing on the front porch, her eyes the size of two of Padre Pedro's overgrown tomatoes. The healer stared from the dragon carcass in her front yard to Rain, and back again. 
"I have no idea," Rain admitted. "I figure Sutter had something to do with it, though. Damn fool nearly got himself killed."
"Where is he?" There was a slight tremble to Cyan's voice. A worry she apparently couldn't quite hide.
Rain grinned to herself. So, that was the way of it. Good. Sutter needed someone to care about. Someone who cared about him. And Cyan Parrish was one tough lady. She'd survived the Wars and living in the middle of nowhere all by herself. She could deal with a Dragon Lord.
Rain could just make out Sutter's still form huddled against the ground under the trees. Worry snaked through her, but she refused to acknowledge it. This time would be different. "Tree line. Let's go get him." 
Getting Sutter into the cabin was pretty much a minor miracle. Cyan had splinted the broken leg and then there'd been a whole lot of tugging and pulling and a great deal of cussing, at least on Rain's part. Melia's injuries had prevented her from helping, but Cyan had sent her to heat some water. Rain suspected it was also to get the girl out of their hair.
There was no way they were getting the huge man up on a bed, so Cyan made a pallet for him on the floor near the fire. Then the healer set and bound Sutter's broken leg and forced enough herbal teas and tinctures down his throat to drown a drag. 
"He's going to be fine."
Rain wasn't sure who Cyan was trying to convince. "Of course he is. You fixed up Melia just fine. He's not hurt half as bad as she was." She nodded toward the girl who was in the kitchen boiling yet another kettle of hot water.
"He'll have to stay here until his leg heals. No way he can make it down the mountain right now."
Rain frowned. "How long?"
"Depends on how fast he heals." Cyan shrugged. "Six to eight weeks, usually."
Rain hesitated, unsure how much to trust Cyan, though the healer would find out soon enough. "Cut that in half."
The look of confusion on Cyan's face was priceless. "What?"
"He's a Dragon Lord. He heals a whole lot faster than we mere mortals. I'd say three weeks tops, and he'll be back on his feet. You've got that much time to do what you've gotta do." She raised one eyebrow as she gave Cyan a pointed look.
A flush stained Cyan's cheeks. "You mean help his memory, of course."
Rain grinned. "Is that what the kids are calling it these days?"
The blush turned deep crimson. 
Rain decided to give the poor woman a break. "Now, Melia. No way I can get her down the mountain by myself and it's too far for her to walk in her condition."
"I have an idea." Cyan hurried across the room and slipped the truck keys off the hook by the door. "You can take my truck. You won't want to take it too close to the town or the Marines might discover it, but it should be able to get within a mile. Maybe a little closer. Melia can walk a short distance."
"But what about you? I can't leave you without your truck."
Cyan smiled. "Don't worry. I rarely use it except to pick up visitors, and I hardly have any of those. You can bring it back in a week or so when you get the chance. Give you an excuse to check up on Sutter." 
"I don't know how to drive," Rain admitted. "I mean I know how, technically. I've just never actually done it." She was pretty sure Padre's occasional late night showings of Fast and Furious and Herbie the Love Bug didn't count as proper driving instruction.
"Oh, it's easy. Let me show you."
After a quick lesson in the finer points of driving, Rain bundled Melia into the front seat of Cyan's truck. The drive wasn't exactly a smooth one and there was a lot of complaining from the younger girl, but Rain was surprised at how quickly they got down the mountain. She found it amazing to think that such travelling used to be normal. That everyone had such vehicles and travelled around at such speeds. It was mind-blowing.
"Did they have a memorial for Malcolm?" The plaintive question stabbed Rain right in the heart.
"Yeah, they did. It was really nice. They said lots of nice things about him and they sang a song. Albie said it was from the Before."
"I wish I could have been there." Melia's tone was wistful.
"I can show you his grave if you want."
The girl smiled a little. It was wobbly, but it was there. "I'd like that."
Rain swallowed. "I'm really sorry, Melia. I should have protected him. It's my fault... "
"That's stupid."
Rain glanced away from the road, startled. "Excuse me?"
"The drag killed Malcolm. Not you. It's not your fault. It's nobody's fault but that damn drag. I'm gonna fuckin' kill that thing. I swear."
Rain was pretty sure she should be admonishing the girl about her use of adult language, but she couldn't argue with the sentiment. If anyone had a right to some good, honest cussing, it was Melia. "Okay, then. When you're better I'm going to teach you to Track. We'll hunt that thing down together. Deal?"
"Deal."
About a mile from Fossil, Rain pulled into an abandoned ranch. The house had long ago burned to the ground, fired by drags no doubt, but the barn still stood. The rusty metal building would keep prying eyes from spotting Cyan's truck. It was obvious the Marines hadn't been that way in a very long time. If ever.
"How are you feeling?" she asked as she helped Melia out of the truck. The ramshackle building smelled of must and decay. Rain wrinkled her nose against the smell.
"It hurts a little, but not too bad. I can make it." The girl was moving slowly, but she was moving.
"Good." Rain strapped on her backpack. "Be sure and lean on me if you need to. And let me know if you need any breaks. No need to play macho. Hear me?"
Melia nodded and the two of them headed out of the old barn toward home.
***
"You're awake."
Cyan's voice was a melody he could get lost in. "Yeah." 
"How is the pain?"
Her hand against his forehead was cool. Soothing. 
"Fine." The pain was a constant companion. It was all he could do to keep it from overwhelming him.
"Don't lie to me."
"It's... not good," he admitted.
She sighed. "Stupid man. As if you could hide it from me. Here, drink this." She pressed a mug of warm liquid against his lips.
He didn't ask Cyan what it was. Rain trusted the healer, therefore he trusted her. Cyan Parrish. The Green Witch.
He swallowed the bitter liquid, more aware of her hand stroking his cheek than of the foul taste. When the drink was gone she put the mug aside, but her fingers never left his skin. He didn't want them too.
He felt a wave of exhaustion sweep through his body, pulling him under toward sleep. He did not want to sleep. He wanted to lie there and listen to her voice. Feel her touch.
"Sleep, Sutter," she whispered. "I'll be here." Soft lips pressed against his forehead.
He slept. And while he slept he dreamed he was a dragon.



Chapter Nineteen

"Rain. Thank god you're back." 
Rain carefully shut the door to the bar and glanced around. It was mid-day, so the tables were empty. Other than Hank polishing chipped glasses behind the bar, they had the place to themselves.
"What's the matter? What happened?"
Worry creased Albie's weathered face. "That Marine we caught? Ben?"
"Did they figure out he's still alive?" If they did, there'd never be any peace.
"No." Albie shook her head. "Definitely not. They must have bought our little cover hook, line, and sinker. But now we've got a problem."
"What's that?"
"Come on. I'll show you." Albie waved at Rain to follow her out the back door. Rain had never been out that way and eyed the area with keen interest. 
The door led onto what had once been a wide, paved area. Now it was nothing more than a few chunks of black peeking through weeds and debris. A rusted sign hung haphazardly from a broken light pole, the writing far too faded to read.
Albie led her toward a small shack perched on the other side of the empty lot. Its roof was half-caved in and the glass was busted out of the single, tiny window. Rain couldn't imagine what purpose it could have served. It was too small to have been someone's house. 
A set of keys jangled almost merrily as Albie pulled them out of her pocket and unlocked the door to the shack. Rain peered through the doorway.
"He's been sick ever since we brought him back. Really sick. It looks like he's going through withdrawal."
Rain frowned as she took in the sight of the Marine curled up on a narrow camp bed, his body trembling, blond hair plastered to his head with sweat. The bed gave an ominous squeak as he stirred. 
"Withdrawal?"
"We used to see it a lot in the Before." Albie leaned against the doorjamb. "People on drugs, alcoholics, that sort of thing. Their bodies got used to the poison and when they came off whatever they were on, they'd get sick until it was out of their systems."
"And you think our captive is going through this?"
Albie frowned as another bout of trembling seized the young man's body. "I'd say so, yes."
Although part of her wanted to check on the sick man, Rain didn't dare move any closer. He could still be dangerous. "Do you suppose the Marines could have had anything to do with this? Had him on something?" 
"Interesting." Albie motioned Rain back and shut the door, locking it tight. "It would make sense, I suppose. Get the troops addicted to something, just in case the brainwashing shit failed. Something to keep them close. Keep them compliant."
"Will he survive?"
"Dunno." Albie shrugged as she started back toward the bar. "People have died going through withdrawal. Guess it depends what they had him on, and how strong he is. Nothin' much we can do for him."
"That's not really what has you worried." It was not a question. Rain knew Albie far too well. The woman wasn't concerned with one sick Marine. She cared about one thing and one thing only: The people of Fossil.
"There's been a lot more activity from the base the last few days," Albie said as she led them back into the relative coolness of the bar. "I've got eyes on 'em, but we can only get so close." She sank down into one of the bar chairs and propped her feet up on another. "The reason behind all this movement is still unclear. That worries me." 
It worried Rain, too. An uptick in Marine activity usually meant very bad things were to follow. 
"On top of that, we've been seeing a lot more drags in the area."
That wasn't good. "Is the perimeter holding?"
Albie nodded. "So far. They're staying out over the desert mostly. Don't get too close to town. But if the Marines have got another one of them Dragon Lord types that can make the drags do what they want... " 
If that was the case, they were screwed. Big time. "I'll check it out myself. I've been on that base enough times. I might be able to get an idea what they're up to." 
"Good idea. What about Sutter?"
"Broke his damn leg fighting off a pair of drags. Cyan's working her magic, but it'll be a few weeks before he's up-and-about again." That was if Cyan ever let him off the mountain. The way those two looked at each other reminded Rain of the way she and Micah... Rain brushed the thought aside. No use crying over spilled milk, as Padre used to say. Whatever the hell that meant.
"Damn. We could use him right about now." Albie sighed. "This thing is gonna come to a head and soon. I can feel it."
Rain had no doubt Albie was right. She just hoped they were ready.
***
Sutter watched Cyan from under slitted lids. After the first couple of days he'd been able to get himself from the floor to the couch. Not that it was any more comfortable, but the view was better.
As Cyan moved around the kitchen, her steps light and graceful, it was like watching a dance. Her wild curls lifted and waved in the breeze from the open door and the spill of sunlight turned her dress nearly sheer, showing off every curve of her body. Something he wasn't about to mention.
"You remember nothing from before you woke up at the Marine base?" 
She padded across the room on bare feet, holding a steaming mug of one of her god-awful brews. Rain was going to get an earful when she got back. He caught a hint of creamy cleavage as Cyan leaned down to place the mug next to him. Scratch that. He was going to give Rain a great big hug or something equally embarrassing. 
"I get... flashes. More like feelings than memories."
"Like Déjà vu."
He mulled it over. "Yes. Much like that."
"Interesting." Cyan padded back to the kitchen to pick up her own mug then returned to curl up in the chair beside him. "We could work with that."
"It's too dangerous to hypnotize me again."
She nodded toward the open front door. "There's a dead drag out there. The rest won't come near this place now."
"We can't bet on that. Their connection to me might be stronger than their aversion to their own dead."
"I hadn't thought of that. Oh, well. We'll think of something. Someway to bring back what you lost." Her full lips puckered as she blew on the hot liquid in her mug.
Sutter felt his heart stop. Then it started again, pounding against his ribs so hard he thought she'd hear it. Suddenly he didn't care if he ever remembered anything or not. He was exactly where he wanted to be.



Chapter Twenty

"Can I come with you?"
Rain glanced up to see Jinx hovering in her doorway. "Aren't you on lookout?"
The boy shrugged. "I swapped. Please can I come?"
"Why do you want to come?" Scoping a Marine base was deadly business.
"I want to Track. Everyone says you're the best Tracker ever was. I plan on learnin' from the best." 
Rain suppressed a grin. The boy reminded her of herself when she was that age. Full of energy, raring to go, wanting to do and learn everything all at once.
"Fine. You can come but you do exactly as I say when I say it. Savvy?"
"Savvy." He nodded solemnly.
She swung her pack onto her back. "Okay, let's go."
The two of them headed out of Fossil and toward the base. Along the way Rain pointed out drag sign, wild animal track, and disturbances that proved the Marines had come that way. The boy drank it up, eyes wide and bright with enthusiasm. And he asked a lot of questions.
"Why don't the drags come near their own dead?"
"Don't know." She squinted into the distance. They were getting close. "Nobody knows. Some people say it's the smell, but they stay away from dry bones, too, so that's wrong."
"Is it true you're the only one that ever killed a drag all by yourself?"
"It's true I killed a drag by myself, but don't know as I'm the only one. There could have been others."
And so it went until they were within a mile of the base. "Shut up now. The base is just over that ridge. They've no doubt got sentinels up there. Last thing we need is to get caught. Stay low and follow me."
They kept low, hugging the ground as they wormed their way up the ridge. At the top, Rain pulled a pair of binocs out of her pack. The base was a hive of activity, Marines coming and going, humvees circling around, more weapons than she'd ever seen in one place. What the heck was going on?
"Uh, Rain?"
"Yeah?"
"Rain, we have a problem."
"Jinx, I'm busy... " she glanced over only to see a pair of boot-clad feet standing inches from her face. "Shit." 
The tattoo along his left cheek spoke volumes. The man had been part of the attack on Sanctuary. He was the rapist who'd brutally attacked one of the young girls. And now he had his gun trained on Jinx.
A strong hand grabbed Rain and yanked her to her feet, sending the binocs tumbling into the dust. She let her body fall limp, breaking the Marine's hold and rolling away. "Run Jinx!"
The boy took off down the ridge. The Marine shifted his sights to shoot Jinx in the back, but before he could pull the trigger Rain had ripped her Bowie knife from her boot and plunged it straight up into his back. The knife sank to the hilt, severing arteries and lacerating organs. 
The pain and damage stopped the man long enough for Rain to lash out with her foot and send his gun spinning off the ridge. She followed that up with a knee to the groin which doubled him over, followed by another knee to the face.
The Marine lay there, blood bubbling from his nose and pooling from his side. Rain knew he wouldn't be getting up.
She leaned into his face. "Guess you won't be raping any more women, asshole," she hissed. "By the way, the people of Sanctuary send their regards." With a final thrust she sent the knife straight through his throat. He was dead in seconds.
Staggering to her feet, she quickly checked on Jinx. He was down the road out of sight. No doubt half way to Fossil if he had any brains. 
She scooped up the binocs and went back to studying the activity around the base. What she saw froze her to her core. 
Standing in the middle of a group of Marines was Lieutenant Micah Caine. And he was very much alive.
***
Deep within the bowels of the Marine base in a labyrinthine section of forgotten storage rooms and offices was hidden door. It was made of thick steel much heavier than usual, even for a military base. Beyond the door lay a small, dark room draped in sticky cobwebs. If there had been any light, one might have seen small footprints in the thick, choking dust. 
Slender hands pressed against the door of the room that had become her cage. The cold metal didn't give. Her snarl echoed in the tiny room. The sound was anything but human.
How long had she been here? She had no idea. Time seemed... immaterial. Only one thing was important: Revenge.
Anger coursed through her, burning her blood like ice and fire. She slammed her fist against the unforgiving steel leaving a slight dent. They were afraid of her. And they should be. Oh, yes, they should be.
Her eyes glowed in the darkness, bathing the room in faint, gold light. She was supposed to forget. They'd told her that. They'd made her to forget. But she remembered.
Everything. 
The End... 
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Chapter One

Slender hands pressed against the door of the room that had become her cage. The cold metal didn't give. Her snarl echoed in the tiny space. The sound was anything but human.
Still, she looked human. The cracked mirror above the sink told her so. Her pale blonde hair was only a few inches long now and she thought her skin might have changed, but otherwise her appearance was as it had always been: that of a mousy librarian. Looks, however, could be deceiving.
How long had she been here? She had no idea. Time seemed...immaterial. Only one thing was important: Revenge.
Rage coursed through her, both chilling and burning her blood like ice and fire. She ran her hands through her hair trying to calm herself. It didn't work. With a scream she slammed a small fist against the unforgiving steel, leaving a slight dent. They were afraid of her. And they should be. Oh, yes, they should be.
Her eyes, once ordinary hazel in color, now glowed in the darkness, bathing the room in faint, gold light. She was supposed to forget. They'd told her that. They'd made her to forget. But she didn't forget. She remembered.
Everything. 
 ***
"I need to see that Marine we brought in." Rain Mauri slammed her way into the bar, nearly sending the door flying off the hinges.
Albie glanced up from the greasy old poker cards she was laying out in careful rows across one of the many tables scattered about the room. She called the game Solitaire. Rain called it boring as hell.
"He's in a bad way, Rain. Don't know if he'll make the night."
Rain clenched her jaw so hard she half expected to crack a tooth. "I gotta talk to him, Albie. It's important." 
While the older woman was technically the matriarch of the little town of Fossil and could say yea or nay to the request, anyone with brains knew Rain Mauri would do exactly as she pleased. She was a Tracker, and Trackers weren't known for sitting around waiting for permission.
With a nod, Albie hoisted herself from the rickety wooden chair still decorated with a few flakes of blue paint and shuffled across the dim bar toward the back. It wasn't much of a place. The building had once been the shop front for an old gas station, but times had changed. There was no more gas in the reserves, nor items for sale on the shelves. The counter that had once held the register was now the bar and the shelves behind were now filled with bottles of home brew and chipped glasses instead of cigarettes. Mismatched chairs and tables had replaced aisles of junk food and motor oil. The windowless old building made for a perfect hiding place from the Marines. And the drags.
Rain followed Albie out the back door and across the empty lot choked with weeds. At the back of the lot stood a tiny wooden shed baking in the late afternoon sun. 
"I figured the heat would help him sweat whatever crap he was on out of his system," Albie said as she worked the lock, swinging the door wide for Rain to see inside.
The young Marine still lay curled exactly as they'd left him. Blond hair and tan military fatigues were soaked dark with sweat, though he hadn't touched the water that had been left for him.
"Dammit all," Albie said with a sigh. "Kid's gonna kill himself, he don't drink that water." She stepped toward the bed.
"Careful, Albie."
"Wasn't born yesterday, girl." Albie approached the cot, staying well out of reach of the young Marine. "Hey Kid, I didn't bring you that water 'cause it looked pretty. Now drink up."
The young man didn't stir. 
"Do not make me hit you with this cattle prod."
The Marine rolled over slowly as though his entire body were a mass of pain. Tremors shook him so hard Rain could just about hear his teeth chatter. "I don't want your water." His lips were cracked and his voice was rough like someone had washed his mouth out with sandpaper.
"So, you feel like dyin', then. Okay by me. Ain't no skin off my nose." Albie turned to leave.
"Wait," the kid whispered. 
Albie turned around, raising an iron gray eyebrow.
"Can't lift it on my own."
Rain imagined that was true. After the withdrawal he'd been through, he was probably weaker than a day-old kitten. Not that there were many of those around anymore. The drags tended to gobble them up pretty quick. 
"I'll help him," she said. 
Albie was no slouch, but Rain was younger and stronger and more likely to fend off an attack if the Marine were stupid enough to try. She knelt by the bed and lifted the jug of water to the kid's mouth. He drank so fast she had to pull the jug away so he didn't make himself sick. Last thing they needed was him puking all over the place.
Rain remained by the bed while Albie propped herself against the rough wall of the shed, eyeballing the young man. "We've got some questions. Feel up to answering?"
Rain would have been a bit more demanding, less nice about it. But she figured Albie knew what she was doing so she let the older woman take the lead.
The Marine shrugged, lying back on his cot. He closed his eyes as though he hadn't the strength to keep them open. Might not be far from the truth. Or might be he was hiding something.
"Alright, then," Albie said. "First off, what's your name? Can't be calling you 'kid' all the time."
He glanced at Albie with a frown, as though trying to dredge up some long lost memory. "Ben." 
"Ben. Good name, that. Knew a Ben once. Damn me, he was hot."
"Albie!" Rain didn't know whether she was shocked or amused.
Albie shrugged. "Hey, it is what it is. I may be old, but I ain't dead. Okay, Ben, we need to know about one of your fellow Marines."
He eyed Albie warily. "Ain't no rat."
"No, of course not, but this man, he's a friend of ours and he needs our help."
Ben wrapped his arms around himself, shivering as though he were freezing. "Marines ain't got friends."
Rain grabbed the blanket that had fallen to the floor and wrapped it around the young man's shoulders. "He does have friends. He has us. And besides, he isn't really a Marine."
Ben's eyes flew open. "You talkin' about the Dragon Lord?"
"I'm talking about Micah Caine. Is that what you call him?"
Ben swallowed. "Yeah. We don't really use names for those guys. But if you're talking about that dude they raised from the dead, that's what we call him. You know, since the other one escaped."
Sutter. He was talking about Sutter. Sutter was Rain's Tracking partner who'd been dead, but now lived again with drag DNA in his system.
"Micah is like that? He's got drag in him?" The thought horrified her, but frankly she didn't give a damn. As long as he was alive, nothing else much mattered.
"Don't know. All I know is he's got the same designation as the other guy and they use him to control the drags." Another shiver passed through Ben's body. "I'm done talking."
"That's okay," Albie spoke up. "We got what we needed. You sleep now. And don't forget to drink the water."
With that she waved Rain out of the shed and relocked the door. "He's got a while yet before he sweats all that stuff out. If he survives the night, we're golden. Maybe we can get something more out of him."
"And if he doesn't survive?"
Albie shrugged. "Them's the breaks."
 ***
She remembered dying.
She shouldn't remember that. She shouldn't remember anything. 
Inside her mind she could sense her brothers and sisters. They were out there, calling to her. She could almost smell freedom.
She was done being a prisoner.
Her fist punched through six inches of solid steel at a single blow. Using the hole as a grip, she ripped the enormous metal door from its hinges and tossed it across the hall as though it weighed nothing. The clanging as it hit the floor was loud enough to wake the dead.
Stepping out of her cell and over the wreckage, she strode down the hall ignoring the collection of dust and spider webs that lined the corridor. How long had it been since she had seen another soul? Weeks? Months? Years?
At first they let her out some times. Not topside, but to walk through the halls of the base, get some exercise. But something went wrong and they stopped letting her out. 
Still, they used to come every day, poking and prodding and taking samples of tissue and blood until in her fury she'd slaughtered every one of those white coats, turning her room from cream to red.
After that no one had come. They'd shut the door and thrown away the key. So, she'd gone to sleep and stayed that way for a very long time. 
Hibernation. That was the word. Dragons did it and while she was still mostly human, at least to look at, there was enough dragon in her to let her do so. Only now she was awake.
A slight smile played along her lips. A smile so cold and heartless there was nothing human in it.
Now it was time for them to pay for their sins.



Chapter Two

Blood sprayed the wall turning battleship-gray to arterial red. Another body hit the hallway floor with the slight thwack of dead meat. Gunfire popped, metal bullets pinging off walls and floor, the chips of concrete stinging slightly as they hit her skin. 
She kept walking as the fluorescent lights overhead flickered madly like strobes at a discotheque. Her face was spattered with blood, her platinum blond hair caked and spiky with it.
A bullet tore through the flesh of her arm before flattening itself against the cement wall behind her, sending a shower of broken concrete sprinkling over dead bodies. Fortunately the bullet missed anything vital so her wound didn't bleed. Instead the flesh knit itself back together as though the hole had never been. Even the pain was a mere annoyance. Like the sting of a mosquito bite or Santas ringing bells non-stop at Christmas.
Santas?
Christmas?
She frowned. That was another lifetime. There were no more Santas. No more Christmases. And it was all because of these... humans.
Pushing the random thoughts out of her head, she snagged the man who'd shot her, wrapping her deceptively delicate hands around his throat. He struggled, but for her it was like holding a child. Despite being much smaller than her prey, her strength was so much more than human, even a souped-up human like the Marine. She twisted his head until she heard the vertebrae snap and felt the man go limp. Another body hit the floor.
Without an ounce of emotion, she stepped over the outstretched arm of the dead man and continued down the hall toward freedom. Some idiot on a bullhorn was screaming orders to fall back, but it was nothing over the buzz inside her brain. They were whispering, whispering, telling her of the wild outside, the blue skies and the wind.
I'm coming. It was no more than a thought, but she knew in their minds they heard her. It was daytime and they could not fly, but they were waiting for her.
She stopped. In front of her was a giant blast door that made the door on her cell look puny. From the lights and sirens this place was on lockdown and she wouldn't be able to force one of these knuckleheads to open it. That was all right, there were other ways. She took a step forward.
"Patient Zero." 
She recognized that voice. She hated that voice. She wanted to rip its owner to pieces. Still, she ignored it. She had more important things to do. But she would be back and all her brothers and sisters with her.
"Patient Zero! Patient Zero!"
Turning her head slowly she spotted the speaker. The man with the thick glasses that made his eyes look like bug's eyes, and the ring of curly gray hair surrounding his shiny bald head. His lab coat was stained with the blood of a thousand dead experiments. Experiments like her.
"My name," she said slowly, voice rusty with years of disuse, "is Audrey."
Turning back to the door she slammed one fist through the thick metal right on the seam where the two halves of the double door met, tearing a hole in the steel like it was paper. Using the hole for leverage she forced the doors apart, their internal gears screaming against the abuse. Then she stepped through to freedom.
 ***
A slight breeze tousled his hair and fluttered the fabric of his uniform. He hated the uniform. It felt... wrong. He lifted his face to the wind and caught the faintest scent. It was somehow familiar.
A thousand images shifted through his mind. He tried to hold them, but they slipped away, leaving behind impressions of... someone. A woman.
He inhaled deeply, his superior olfactory senses once again catching the scent. The images reformed themselves in his mind. They were more solid now, more real. She was more real. He knew her.
"Sir, is something wrong?"
He snapped himself back to reality with no little irritation. His gaze caught that of his lieutenant and he could tell by the man's reaction that the Beast was in his eyes. Eyes that were once sapphire blue, now gone an eerie, glowing green. At least when beast took over.
The part of him that wasn't human wanted to rip the man's head off and suck the marrow from his bones, laughing the entire time. The part of him that was still a man recognized the lieutenant as someone who didn't need to die. Not yet, anyway.
He turned his face back to the wind, wrapping the fingers of his right hand around the hilt of his sword. The sword of a Dragon Lord. "When something is wrong, lieutenant, I will tell you. Now shut up."
"Shutting up, sir."
The young man went back to supervising the troops, his fair skin turning pink in the harsh sunlight. He wasn't a bad sort, as far as Marines went, but like all of them he was brainwashed, genetically altered, and juiced on whatever it was that kept the Marines in line. Some kind of drug. The Dragon Lord could smell it on them, a stink deep inside, rotting them at the core. Soon the rot would spill up and out, destroying everything around them.
He smiled a little at such a unlikely notion and slid his sunglasses on to cover his eyes. Sometimes, when the Beast in him was close to the surface, the light made his head ache. 
He inhaled again. He couldn't catch the scent now, but the memory of it played over and over in his mind, and with it came the picture of a woman. Hair the color of honey, tied up in a ponytail. Eyes a sparkling blue with just a touch of gray. She smiled, a slight dimple flashing at the side of her mouth, and held out her hand to him. Her lush lips moved as she whispered something. He couldn't quite catch it.
He struggled to hold her in his mind, to bring her into focus, but she had begun to fade. Still she whispered the word again and this time he caught it. A single word. 
"Micah."
At last he knew his name.
 ***
The sunlight stabbed at her eyes, nearly sending her ducking back into the parking bay of the Marine base. Audrey took a deep breath. She'd gotten this far. She could do this.
The part of her that was dragon laughed. Of course she could do this. She was a goddamned queen. She could do anything she wanted. She could rip the base apart as easily as she'd ripped apart the bodies of those Marines. All she needed was a little help from her brothers and sisters.
Her stomach churned. Sometimes the Audrey of the past had a hard time dealing with the Audrey that was now. And vice versa. Her mind and body turned into a battlefield of wills, and the new Audrey, the inhuman one, usually won out. Like now.
She shook off the nausea and the pain and stepped into the daylight, half closing her eyes against the brightness. She was human, mostly. On the surface, the dragon DNA had only changed her eyes and the color of her skin. She could withstand the light, unlike her brethren. The sun didn't melt her skin or blind her. It didn't cause her pain like it did them. If they could brave it, so could she.
Another step. Yes, this she could do. She was done with the Marines and the scientists and their experiments. And their lies.
She could feel two of her brothers moving toward her, their wings beating against the air, the light burning their skin. No, she begged them, turn back. But they refused. She could feel them drawing closer, the sun searing them blind. Please, she begged, but they would not listen. Hot tears slid down her cheeks as their agony became her own. She had no choice then but to let them use her eyes to guide them, to use her will to battle against nature. It would cost them dearly, but it was their choice, and she had no option but to let them.
Another step and suddenly she was running. Her feet practically flew over the desert, kicking up little puffs of dust in her wake, her platinum hair whipping wildly around her. Like that children's cartoon from so long ago. The one with the bird and the coyote.
She dodged sagebrush, gopher holes, and stunted juniper bushes like they were nothing. Her sensitive ears picked out the warning clatter of a rattlesnake, but it was far enough away and she was too fast. Besides, she wasn't sure she could be killed by snake venom anymore.
A laughed ripped itself from deep inside her and spilled out her throat to be carried away on the wind. This was freedom.
Once she had moved a safe distance away from the base, she stopped and turned, focusing on the activity around the building. Marines were swarming out, hunting for her. It was too late. She could feel the drags closing in. They were her. She was them.
The first drag hit, blasting the base with fire. The main building remained unscathed other than a bit of soot stain, but a nearby vehicle exploded, sending fire and debris shooting across the desert. Men fell, mowed down by the blast.
Audrey smiled and sent the drag her blessing, though inside her heart was breaking for the dying beast. Why wouldn't it listen and save itself? It screamed in something like happiness as it wheeled for another pass, this time joined by its brother.
The two headed for the base, but the Marines had been given just enough leeway to form a defense. Bullets tore through wings already damaged by the sun. Noise disoriented the beasts which were now completely blind, eyes ruined by the brightness of day. The first drag crashed to the ground rolling end over end until it came to a stop against the side of the building. The second managed a blast of fire, blowing up another vehicle and taking out at least half a dozen men before it turned and made its way back to the desert, and to certain death under the sun.
With a frown Audrey turned to follow him. She'd been hoping for more, but the base was too deep and there were too many Marines. She would not allow another drag to sacrifice itself for her. There would be plenty of nights for revenge. If she could convince the drags to approach the body of one of their fallen. Even she might not be able to do that. Not without help.
As she moved deeper into the desert, a sudden thought stopped her in her tracks. The sense of another like her somewhere on the base. The memory of a man with dark hair and sapphire blue eyes. A man she'd once loved. Adored. 
"Micah Caine," she whispered to herself. 
He'd been there when she'd died. Or rather she'd been there when he died. 
Why the memory now?
She closed her eyes and focused her mind on the awareness she'd had while locked up in her cage. And there it was. An awareness that there were others like her. Not just one, but many. Most of them had died, but two remained. And one of them was Lieutenant Micah Caine. 
He was somehow still alive. And he was like her. Sort of. No one would ever really be like her.
She smiled to herself as she once again flew across the desert. She had a plan. She would find Micah Caine. And then?
Then they would destroy the Marines. Together.
And the rest of the world could go to hell for all she cared.



Chapter Three

Rain paced the confines of her small room. The same basement room with the worn carpet and bare cement walls she'd shared with Micah before... before he'd died. Or not died. Or whatever the hell had happened. 
Sometimes she could swear she still smelled him there, even though everything had been laundered multiple times. Still, his things were just where he left them. Anytime someone had dared suggest Rain redistribute them, she'd nearly taken their heads off. They'd stopped suggesting it.
Her boots thudded against the floor, each stride becoming increasingly jerky as frustration consumed her. She had to do something. Anything. She couldn't just sit on her ass waiting for Albie to decide action was worth the risk. 
They needed Micah Caine if they were going to stop the Marines once and for all. And it wasn't just the people of Fossil who needed him, she needed him, too. She would not lose him. Not again.
Grabbing her old canvas pack, she began stuffing it with supplies. Hoarding was against the rules, but Rain was a Tracker and any Tracker worth his or her salt always kept supplies nearby. Just in case.
This was her 'just in case.'
Hitting the Marine base by herself would be suicide. Yeah, she'd done it a couple times now, but this time she no longer had the element of surprise. They knew she could get in and out, and they had to know if she even caught wind Micah was still alive she'd be coming for him. 
No, she needed help and there was only one person she could think of who fit the bill. The one person who understood what Micah had gone through. The only person besides herself who'd escaped the Marine base and lived to tell about it.
Sutter.
 ***
Rain sucked in a lung-full of crisp mountain air. The days in the high desert were still sunny and warm, but the nights were turning cold, sometimes dipping below freezing levels. The few trees that weren't evergreens were starting to change colors. Gold and orange leaves crunched lightly under her feet. 
The last time she'd come this way had been with Micah. It had been her first trip to the mountains and it had been so beautiful. Micah, of course, had seen mountains before. Not just here but in other places around the world. Thanks to the Army of the old United States he'd traveled all over, seeing things Rain had only read about or heard in stories told around the campfire on long nights. Usually by Padre Pedro who'd travelled just as much as Micah in the Before.
She'd only been three when the dragons had come and destroyed the world. She remembered very little of what people now called the Before. The time before the Dragon Wars and the end of civilization.
Micah Caine, on the other hand, had been a grown man. An officer in the military of the old government. He'd fought the drags. He'd died. And that crazy-ass scientist Barnes had brought him back to life as a Dragon Warrior. A man who could wield the rare and extremely heavy diamond-edged blades used to slay the drags.
Typical of the new Marines to only think of brute force. Rain and her people had learned to deal with the drags in other ways. Ways that used cunning and agility rather than strength.
But no cunning in the world could save Micah a second time. Or so she'd thought. Until she'd seen that familiar face through a pair of binocs.
A faint rustling in the undergrowth startled Rain out of her reverie. She could have cursed herself for being such an idiot. She was a Tracker. She knew better than to walk around with her head in the clouds. 
She quickly slipped her crossbow off her shoulder, loading it with a small metal bolt. It would be useless against a drag, but that was no drag in the bushes. 
Taking aim, Rain waited for another rustle. She didn't have long to wait. Amateurs. A quick tug on the trigger and the bolt flew straight into the undergrowth. A howl of pain told her she'd hit home. With a smirk she quickly reloaded her weapon.
"Come out with your hands up."
Nothing.
"Show yourselves or next time you're dead." It was a somewhat hollow threat. She was good, but she wasn't that good. Still, they didn't need to know that.
At first there was silence, then the bushes rustled some more. Two men stepped out onto the narrow path. One had his hands in the air, the other had one hand up and one hand pressed against the spot where Rain's bolt protruded from his thigh.
"Stop right there."
They stopped, scowling. The two men were large, extremely so for civilians. Usually the Marines recruited such men long before they reached adulthood, but these men clearly weren't Marines. Their hair and beards were long and shaggy and Rain wasn't sure which was more filthy, them or their clothes. Even from several feet away she could smell the reek.
"Gods, don't you people ever bathe?"
They glanced at each other and then back at her, their expressions clear masks of confusion. 
"Never mind. Who the hell are you and why are you following me?"
Again they exchanged glances followed by blank stares. Then, almost before she could react, the uninjured one went for the knife strapped to his belt.
Rain didn't even have to think, she just pulled the trigger. With a slight whine the bolt buried itself in the man's chest. For a split second everyone stared at the bolt, then as a single drop of blood slid from the wound, the man collapsed to the ground, a pool of dark red spreading beneath him.
Dropping the crossbow Rain pulled a handgun from the holster under her jacket and took aim at the man still sporting a bolt in his leg. She preferred quieter weapons, but the man wasn't just going to stand there while she reloaded her bow. "You move and you're next."
The man stuck both hands into the air, ignoring the blood still pouring down his own leg. "I won't move! I won't move!"
"Good. Now answer my question. Who are you?"
The man swallowed. "We're from Revelation.
"Revelation." Rain frowned. "Never heard of it."
"It's just a small place a few days southwest of here. Nothing much. Couple dozen people."
He was lying. She could hear it in his voice. She wasn't sure if he was lying about the location or about the size of the population, but something wasn't sitting right. "You're a long way from home. What are you doing up here in the mountains?"
"We're just out scouting. You know, trying to find, uh, supplies and stuff. Hunt a bit." 
There was something shifty in his eyes. Rain had no doubt he was lying about their mission, too. Still, she couldn't imagine what else they'd be looking for if not for supplies.
"Well, there's nothing in these mountains for you, so I suggest you turn around and go home."
The man glanced down at the body of his compatriot. "But... "
"Leave him. What use is he to you now? And you better wrap up that leg unless you want to be drag food. Now go. I see you again, you're a dead man." She watched him closely to see what he'd do.
With a nod the man started to limp off into the underbrush
"No. The road. Stick to the road. I want to see you go."
His face hardened. "You will pay for this, bitch."
"Maybe. But not today."
"Wanna bet?"
The knife came out of nowhere. If she hadn't been a Tracker, Rain would have been dead. Instead she caught the subtle movement of the man's fingers before his arm whipped forward, and managed to dodge to the side just in time. The hilt of the knife bounced of a tree immediately behind her. 
As the knife bounced off the tree, Rain reached out and snatched it out of mid air. She stared at the weapon in her hand not quite believing it had worked. Then with a quick flick of her wrist, the man from Revelation was staring at his own knife protruding from his chest. He sank to the ground, a baffled expression on his face, before slumping forward.
Rain checked his pulse. Dead as a doornail, as Padre Pedro would say. She felt kind of bad about it, but the man had forced her hand. Besides, from the looks of things the bolt in his leg had nicked something vital. He'd have been dead within the hour. Sooner if he tried pulling that bolt out.
With a shake of her head Rain continued on her way, sidestepping the pool of blood that was starting to seep into the ground. She made a mental note to ask Albie about Revelation when she got back. If they were sending out scouts, it probably meant they'd exhausted the supplies in their area. The last thing the people of Fossil needed was a war with another compound. They had enough on their plate dealing with the Marines.
The cabin came into view. It was mostly unchanged except the gardens were no longer green and had instead been carefully prepared for winter. There was the hulking skeleton of a dragon sitting off to the side under the trees. Rain and Sutter had taken that drag down and left its body to deter other drags. For whatever reason the creatures didn't like to come near their own dead, though they were perfectly happy munching on the dead of other species.
Rain stopped at the foot of the path leading through the garden to the front door. She was being watched, that was sure. So with a slight smile curving her lips she called out, "Cyan Parrish, I come in peace."
The door opened revealing a woman with wild brown curls and sparkling eyes dressed in her usual long floral skirt and flowing lace top. The woman known as the Green Witch gave a little wave. "Hi Rain. Come on in. I just put the kettle on." With a smile, Cyan disappeared into the house.
Rain followed Cyan into the kitchen. Sutter was sitting at the table, his silent hulking presence taking up way more space than strictly necessary. The Sutter she'd grown up with had been nothing like the man sitting before her now. 
The Sutter she'd known had been short for a man, barely taller than Rain. And while he and his twin brother Elan had been identical in looks, Elan had been the brooding one while Sutter was the chatterbox. Despite that, he'd been an excellent Tracker and partner. Together Rain and Sutter had fought drags, explored old ruins, and hunted down animals to feed their people.
Rain slid onto the stool opposite him. "Hey, Sut."
He nodded, but didn't speak. His once chocolate-brown eyes now flashed eerie green, with slightly elongated pupils that were a gift of his drag DNA.
Cyan brought mugs of her home-grown herbal tea to the table. The scent of peppermint mixed with something spicy tickled Rain's nose. It smelled like heaven. She took a sip and almost moaned in pleasure. Cyan had sweetened the tea with honey, a rarity in Fossil. Or anywhere, for that matter.
"Delicious. Thank you, Cyan."
"You're welcome."
"Listen, I ran into two guys on the way up here. You ever hear of some place called Revelation?"
Cyan's warm green eyes turned cold. "Unfortunately, yes. My grandmother ran into them a time or two. Some nutcase survived a drag attack and decided he'd been divinely appointed to seek out the chosen."
"Chosen by whom?" Rain asked.
"By god. God being the drags."
"You're kidding? He thinks the drags are gods?"
Cyan nodded. "Worse, he's got his little gang sacrificing people to the drags in order to maintain their "chosen" status. I'd say if those men were really from Revelation, you just got real lucky."
"I guess." The thought of human sacrifice to a bunch of drags was so horrifying Rain could hardly wrap her mind around it. And she'd thought the Marines were bad. "Why haven't I come across them before? I've been Tracking for years."
Cyan shrugged. "My understanding is their compound is extremely well hidden. Even the Marines don't know they're there. And they're miles away. I've never heard of them roaming this far north. Now tell us why you are here," Cyan prodded. "You're obviously not here for a nice visit."
Rain frowned. "Wish I was. But I need your help." She turned her attention to Sutter who had been sitting silently, eyes fastened on Cyan. His expression didn't change, but she knew he was listening.
She took another sip of tea. "Micah's alive."
Not a twitch. Not a flicker.
"The Marines have him."
Still no response. Rain glanced over at Cyan who merely smiled serenely and sipped at her tea.
"They made him a Dragon Lord."
Something shifted behind Sutter's eyes. Those inhuman eyes with their eerie, glowing irises. His voice, when he spoke, was also nothing like his own had been, but deeper and more gravely. "Cyan?"
Cyan smiled. Rain could see tenderness there. And maybe a little fear. "You know it's the right thing to do."
His expression didn't change, but Rain could almost feel the energy humming between her two friends. She squirmed a little.
"I will be back." It was more than a promise, it was a vow. 
"I'll be here." Cyan laid her hand on top of Sutter's then leaned over to press a kiss to his lips.
For the longest time Sutter sat with his forehead pressed against Cyan's. Rain felt almost embarrassed intruding on their intimacy. Finally he leaned back. "When do we leave?"
Rain smiled, relief flooding her body. "I'm ready when you are."
 ***
The sun beat down mercilessly until Audrey's head throbbed and her skin felt tight and dry. Although not nearly as sensitive to the light as a full drag, her human skin and eyes could still be damaged without proper protection. She was, after all, still mostly human. She needed shelter, food, and water. And she needed them soon.
Ahead she glimpsed what appeared to be the entrance to a canyon. She should be able to find some shade in the narrow passage between the two hills.
As she approached the passage, Audrey stumbled over a chunk of reddish colored stone, remnants of an ancient volcanic explosion. The rock went skittering across the dry ground and disappeared beneath a clump of sagebrush.
"Halt! Who goes there?"
Audrey stumbled to a stop at the barked order. Seriously? Somebody had been watching way too many Robin Hood movies or something.
She scanned the nearby landscape for the owner of the voice, taking in the reddish earth and small clumps of sagebrush, but even with her superior vision she couldn't see anyone. Inhaling, she tried to pick up a scent. Again, nothing but the smell of freshly turned earth. Whoever it was, he was smart, burying himself in the soil to mask any odors. 
"I said, who goes there?" the man repeated, his tone becoming testy.
"I go here," Audrey snapped.
There was a deep sigh from somewhere in front of her. "And who are you?"
She still couldn't quite tell where he was. The sound bounced off the surrounding hills, confusing her senses. "Audrey. Audrey Harrison. I'm unarmed and I mean you no harm. I'm just looking for shelter. Maybe some water." There was no way she was telling whoever it was that she'd escaped from the Marine base. Too many questions. Too much suspicion. 
"You're alone?"
Admitting she was could put her in some serious danger. Still, she could handle a little danger and maybe they'd help a woman alone faster than a group of people. Hopefully the sentry would see a small, delicate-looking woman and think she was just another lost soul. "I am."
There was a pause. "Alright then. Move toward me."
Audrey stepped forward slowly in the general direction of the man's voice. This could be a very bad thing, but she didn't have much of a choice. She had no idea which way to go in this dead landscape and she was running out of time and options. She wasn't about to risk one of her brethren just to save her own ass while she still had another choice. She'd have to deal with whatever came. She was a queen, after all. Of a sort.
One of the clumps of sage moved sending up a small cloud of dust. The man that rose from behind it looked like a cross between a grizzly bear and a WWE wrestler. Only not one of the good-looking ones. He looked like he'd been in one-too-many bar fights and his nose had gotten the raw end of the deal. Audrey was barely as tall as his sternum.
Worse, he was holding a very big, very scary-looking gun. Or it would have been scary if she'd been the old Audrey Harrison; the mousey librarian who hadn't had a date in three years and was terrified of her own shadow. But that Audrey Harrison had died in a blast of dragon fire twenty-five years ago. 
"This way." He waved his big gun to the right, indicating she should move deeper down the canyon.
With a nod, she kept her hands carefully in sight and stepped into the shadows of the passage. The minute she moved out of the sunlight, relief just about flattened her. Her skin still felt tight and her head still ached, but she no longer felt like she had to battle the light just to stay upright an her beat up old Chucks felt like shoes again instead of cement blocks. 
A few feet down and the canyon ended abruptly at a wall of rocks. It looked like there'd been a landslide, blocking off the passage. Still, with her superior senses, Audrey could tell there were people on the other side of that wall. Lots of them.
"Stop."
Audrey practically rolled her eyes. Where was she going to go with the wall in front of her and him behind her?
The man behind her didn't call out or make any moves that she could discern, but a section of the wall suddenly began to swing open. 



Chapter Four

A fake wall. Clever. It was certainly good enough to fool the Marines, but drags? Not so much.
"Move." Her oversized guard gave her a nudge in the back with his equally oversized gun.
Audrey wrinkled her nose. He stank of garlic and dirt and not enough soap. Still, she did as she was told and stepped through the doorway in the wall to the passage beyond. It was identical to the passage they'd left with walls open to the sky, but here two guards stood on the other side of the door. Each one was armed to the teeth and just as large and shaggy and smelly as the man holding her captive. 
How had these huge men escaped forced recruitment by the Marines? Even with the concealment of their settlement Audrey was surprised they hadn't been snatched up while out on hunting parties, or whatever it was these people did to stay alive. Barnes had once told her the genetic enhancement worked best on bigger bodies so the standing order for all Marine patrols was to bring in any large men they found. From them the scientists would create the next generation of recruits.
The door swung shut and Audrey and her captor moved further down the narrow passage toward what sounded almost like a party. She could hear calls and laughter and the squeal of children. Someone was playing a reed instrument and others were clapping along and singing. She couldn't quite make out the words to the song, but the tune sounded bizarrely like something from Billy Idol.
A few feet further and the narrow walkway spilled into a valley hollowed out in the middle of a hill. It looked like it had once been a mine of some sort. Now it contained a small village of several dozen stone cottages carefully hidden away from the Marines. Even the drags would have a hard time finding the place as the crater-like formation that protected the town also muffled the sounds and scents that would attract them.
Audrey stared around her in wonder. It was the first time in twenty-five years she'd seen a human settlement other than the Marine base. She wondered if it bore any resemblance to other human settlements. Or even if there were other human settlements. Maybe these were the last civilians on Earth. 
Things had been pretty bad for the remnant of humanity by the time Audrey had died, and in the twenty-five years since her reanimation she'd been locked up with nothing around her but gray walls and men in uniforms. All she knew of the outside world was what little she overheard from the Marines. And what Barnes had told her.
"Move." Her monosyllabic companion nudged Audrey forward with a gun in the back again. She moved. Sure she could have ripped his head off, but she needed food, water, and a place to rest and this man could give her those things if he were so inclined. Even better, these people had weapons. She needed people with weapons if she wanted justice.
As they headed up what appeared to be the main street of the village, Audrey took in the sights around her. It appeared to be market day with vendors lined up along the streets selling wares from makeshift tables. Or maybe they did this every day and this was a post-apocalyptic version of a shopping mall.
Men and women alike wore simple ankle-length robes made of either rough, homespun cloth, or of a patchwork of old bits of fabric, gathered at the waist by a belt. Simple sandals were the footwear of choice. Only the guards, like the one walking behind her, were dressed differently in leggings and boots and thick, leather vests. It made sense the guards would need the extra protection in case of a fight.
One man had set up a small stall bartering jewelry made of objects he'd obviously scavenged from the ruins of civilization. Bracelets and necklaces sparkled in the sun, each one made from scraps of random objects; silver spoons, chunks of colored glass, water faucet handles, even old circuit boards.
Each table offered something different; from what looked like homemade paper, to scraps of cloth. There was even a woman selling canned food, the vegetables and fruits shining jewels inside the clear glass jars. She smiled and gave Audrey a wave.
Halfway up the street a man had set up a fire barrel with a screen over the top. The scent of roasting meat filled the air making Audrey's stomach rumble. It had been ages since she'd had anything to eat.
Where had they gotten meat out here? The drags had pretty much decimated the mammal population. Anything bigger than a rat was dinner for a hungry drag.
As they passed the barrel Audrey realized she hadn't been far off. Some of the pieces of meat looked suspiciously rodent-sized, and she was pretty sure some were chunks of snake. The snake she could deal with. The rodents? She wasn't so sure about that, dragon DNA or not.
When the man running the grill caught sight of her, he waved excitedly, then grabbed something off the grill and handed it to a young boy. The boy ran up to Audrey, ignoring the scowling guard, and handed her the object. It was a chunk of snake meat skewered to a stick.
"Uh, thanks, kid."
With a giggle, the boy ducked his head and darted back through the crowd. Audrey shrugged and took a nibble of the meat. It was surprisingly tasty and well seasoned. Reminded her of chicken. She waved her thanks to the grill man who beamed from ear-to-ear. Man, these people were friendly, even to prisoners.
The main thoroughfare finally spilled out into a large square which someone had taken the time to pave with large, flat stones. At the opposite side of the square, sitting all by itself, was what appeared to be a church. 
It was a small stone cottage just like every other building in the place. It was made out of the same reddish volcanic rock and topped with a roof that appeared to be made out of juniper branches and clay. There was, however, one major difference: above the door someone had embedded a cross made of blood red glass.
Although she'd never been much of a church-goer herself, Audrey had never had any issues with those who found solace in religion. In fact, one of her dearest friends had been the first female minister in their town. But the sight of that blood red cross made her blood run cold. She had no idea why, but suddenly she had a very bad feeling.
 ***
"Sir... "
"What?" Micah snapped at his lieutenant. While the man was technically the highest ranking Marine on the platoon and therefore in charge, as a Dragon Lord Micah was beyond rank. 
"Nothing, sir." A muscle in the man's jaw ticked, beads of sweat collected at his temples, giving away the truth.
Micah could practically smell the man's worry and fear. Granted, the fear was par for the course. There was always an edge of fear when the men were around him. They knew that he was even more dangerous and lethal as they were, and they were afraid of him. As far as he was concerned, that was a good thing.
Still, it paid to be wary. It was clear Micah's lieutenant had sensed a change in him. How, he had no idea. Nor did he care. He didn't plan to be around much longer.
He wrapped his hand around his sword hilt, the feel of the leather beneath his palm centering him, and kept his eyes on the road ahead. Or rather what was left of the road after more than two decades of neglect and disuse. His face remained impassive. Now was not the time to make his move. They were too close to the base, and to backup. 
The humvee hit a pothole, jolting them around and smacking the lieutenant's head against the window frame. The men in the back grumbled while the driver swore a blue streak. 
"Hit too many more of those, we're going to break an axle," the lieutenant said touching the bruise on his head. "These babies were made to last, but not this long. Not without replacement parts. Good thing we got a plan B." His gaze slid to Micah.
Micah ignored the man's long stare as the base came into view. Plan B would happen over his dead body.
 ***
"Taking the base directly is suicide," Sutter insisted, his strange green eyes glowing slightly in the darkening kitchen. Cyan got up to start lighting lamps, the golden glow making the small cabin even cozier. 
It would be nice to have a place like this. Somewhere safe and warm and away from the craziness below. Rain shook her head. That was wishful thinking and wishful thinking could get you dead. You had to face facts and deal with stuff head on, leave the day dreaming for kids and old people.
"We're not going to take the base directly," Rain said. "We're going to sneak in like I did before."
Sutter shook his head. "You don't think they're going to expect that? How many times do you think you can slip in and out of that place without getting caught? Barnes is the only reason you're not dead already."
"He's right, Rain. That man wants you for something." Cyan handed her another cup of tea, her expression solemn. "But you've pushed them pretty far. Won't take much for them to snap."
They were right. Rain knew they were right. She hadn't been able to figure out why Barnes hadn't had his Marine goons end her the first time he caught her in his lab, never mind why the crazy-ass scientist had let her live the second time. Cyan's theory made perfect, scary sense. Yes, he'd told her she was unsuitable for his experiments, but there must be more to it. 
She sighed. "Then what? I'm not letting Micah stay in that place a minute longer than he has to."
"And he won't." Sutter shifted some old maps around and pointed to a snaky line that wound around some dots and squiggles. 
Rain frowned at the map. The snaky line was the old highway. Nothing more than a few chunks of asphalt covered in weeds and sagebrush now, but the Marines used it fairly regularly. The point Sutter indicated was a spot where the highway ran between a couple of rocky embankments. A perfect spot for an ambush.
Rain smiled. "We wait. And next time they patrol we're going to hit them. Here."
Sutter nodded. He didn't return her smile, but Rain knew without a shadow of a doubt they were in perfect harmony.



Chapter Five

The inside of the church was pretty much what Audrey had expected. An aisle ran up the middle of the building with rows of narrow pews on either side, their wood worn smooth from decades of use. At the front was a small dais for the preacher or whatever to stand while he pontificated. But instead of the expected cross, hanging above the dais was the perfect replica of a dragon.
"What the heck?" She couldn't help it. The words just spilled out of her mouth. The last thing she expected to see inside a church was a paper-mache drag complete with glass eyes and colored ribbons for flames coming out of its mouth.
Her captor gave her a good hard shove. Audrey let herself stumble up the aisle. No sense giving away the fact she could rip him to shreds if she wanted.
"Respect," the guard snarled.
Audrey kept her mouth shut, but her mind was working overtime. Could it be? Did these people actually worship the drags? She wasn't sure if she should be pleased or horrified at the thought.
A tall, thin man stepped from the shadows, his floor length robe all black and a cross-shaped pendant hanging from a thick chain around his neck. Audrey wasn't sure if the red stones in the jewelry were real rubies or just colored glass. She didn't suppose it mattered either way. 
As the man stepped into the light, Audrey struggled to keep her expression impassive. The entire right side of his face was horribly scarred, his right eye covered with a patch. There was only one thing that caused scarring like that: dragon claws. Somehow this man had faced a drag and lived to tell about it. 
"You may go." The man spoke to her captor though he kept his eye on Audrey.
The guard didn't utter a word, simply bowed before he turned and walked down the aisle and out of the church. The door banged shut behind him and Audrey heard the sounds of a metal bar sliding into place over the door. An odd place to put a bar, on the outside of the door. Clearly they thought this little stone hut could hold her. She held back a smile.
The man in the robe, the preacher no doubt, clasped his hands in front of him and eyed Audrey up and down. The look in his eye made her want to squirm. Back when she was a librarian she sometimes got looks like that from male patrons. It had always made her skin crawl.
"Welcome to Revelation." The preacher's voice was surprisingly high pitched for such a tall man. "We are thrilled you are here."
"I bet." Audrey's senses were screaming at her. This place was wrong. All wrong.
The preacher didn't smile, just stared some more. Finally he spoke in that odd voice, "I am going to leave you alone to pray for your sins." He turned to go.
"Who says I have any sins?"
The man turned, his smile made Audrey sick to her stomach. "Oh, we all have sins, Miss. And if you want to face your god with clear conscience and a pure heart, I suggest you get to praying. Now." He disappeared into the shadows.
Face her god? "What does that mean?" she called after him.
There was no answer but the slamming of another door followed by the scrape of a deadbolt. 
 ***
Audrey spent the rest of the day uncomfortably curled up on one of the wooden pews. For all that she hated Barnes, at least the man had made sure she had a real bed and a shower. 
Granted, these people, whoever they were, seemed overly excited to ply her with food and drink. She had drunk three full bottles of some kind of wine and eaten enough meat, dried fruits, and bread to feed a small army. One woman had even brought her something resembling a cake. It had been delicious. For the first time in ages she felt full.
Every so often the bar would scrape back, the door would swing open, and someone would rush in with a bow to offer her some tidbit. Then they'd rush out without saying a word, slamming the door behind them. The bar would scrape back in place and she'd be alone again.
Of course they had no idea she could break out of this place as easily as she'd broken out of the Marine base. Easier, in fact. The old mortar between the stones in the walls provided plenty of weak spots. A well aimed blow and an entire wall would come crumbling down.
But there was something strange going on in this town. Audrey found her curiosity aroused and she had no intention of leaving until she found out what it was. Besides, she had shelter, water, and all the food she wanted. 
She flopped over onto her back and stared up into the darkness, letting that strange other sense of hers roam out beyond the walls of her prison. It was the same sense that kept her connected to the dragons. And to the Dragon Lords. 
She could sense them out there like faint pinpoints of light on a field of black. Their minds called to her. The dragon minds were red and jagged and wild. And then there were the two who were different. Gold, smooth, half-wild and half-human. Out of all Barnes's experiments, only those two had survived. Those two and Audrey herself.
They were too far away to sense anything about them, but she knew without a doubt one of them was Lieutenant Micah Caine. The man she'd loved. The man she'd watched die.
There was another scraping sound at the front door and torch light flooded the place. Audrey squinted against the brightness. It was the preacher man. She could tell by the red-jeweled cross hanging around his neck. And by the smell. The guy needed a bath.
"Come." The preacher's voice boomed across the church. "It is time."
Audrey didn't bother asking what he meant. She doubted he'd answer her, and she'd find out soon enough. If she wanted to discover what was going on here, she had to play along.
She was somewhat surprised at her own curiosity. Why did she even care? When she first broke out, all she could think of was being free then finding Micah, but she suddenly found herself fascinated by this town. Perhaps it was something left of the old Audrey. The Audrey who was terrified of her own shadow, but who'd loved a good mystery.
The thought almost made her smile.
She followed the one-eyed preacher man out the door. The square was lined with men and women, each of them holding a torch while more villagers were gathered behind them. There had to be at least fifty with torches, maybe more. The torchlight was so bright it lit up the square like a floodlight. 
The preacher led Audrey to the center of the square. For the first time she noticed that one of the paving stones wasn't a stone at all, but was made of steel. Inset in the steel was a single, thick chain link. Attached to the link was an entire length of chain complete, with cuffs. Audrey's bad feeling grew even stronger. Forget bad feeling, she knew exactly what was going on here. Still, she played along.
Without a word, one of the burly men in the crowd stepped forward and grabbed Audrey. With a few efficient movements he had her cuffed into the chains.
The preacher stood in the middle of the square just out of Audrey's reach. His face as he watched her being chained was just this side of smug. He was enjoying this, the bastard.
Then he raised his arms and the crowd hushed. "Good people of Revelation, for years we have witnessed the anger rained down on the sinners of this world by our god. And yet we have been spared. Why? Because we are the righteous, the chosen few. Those willing to do what must be done!"
The crowd called out a few "amens" and somebody started clapping. Audrey barely resisted rolling her eyes. She'd seen this behavior before with television evangelists, cult leaders, and con artists. Otherwise intelligent people threw common sense to the wind and embraced the most bizarre belief systems, all because one man somehow had enough charisma to convince them he was right. And sometimes that could be very, very dangerous.
The preacher was clearly such a man.
He turned to Audrey and gave her a little bow, the torchlight glinting off the shiny scars on the side of his face. "For your sacrifice, we thank you."
Audrey didn't answer. She didn't cry or beg, which clearly pissed the man off. Still, he kept up his little charade and tilted his face to the sky. "For you, our lord and savior, we offer thee this gift. Take it and show us thy grace and mercy!" Then quick-as-a-jackrabbit, he cleared the square.
From high in the sky they all heard it: the hunting cry of a dragon.
Alone in the center of the square, chained to a slab of steel, Audrey lifted her face to the rapidly darkening sky. And smiled.



Chapter Six

Something was off.
It wasn't the damage to the giant main doors or the brown stains marring the perfectly gray walls marking the exit route of Patient Zero. It was something else. Like the world had suddenly tipped sidewise. Things felt off kilter. Micah stopped in the middle of the hallway, causing the lieutenant to pile into him.
"Yo, DL, watch where you're stoppin'. Gonna break a guy's nose like that." The lieutenant rubbed the appendage in question shooting Micah a glare.
"Sorry," Micah muttered, but his mind was elsewhere. Out there in the evening sky, miles from here, something was happening with the drags. They were too far away for him to actually see what they were doing, but he could feel them.
The lieutenant stepped around Micah and peered up into his face, close-shaved head shining under the fluorescent lights. "Man, you have gotta snap out of it or Barnes is gonna have you strapped to that table again. You want that?"
Micah shook his head. "I just sense a... disturbance in the... " he frowned. "Out there." He pointed back the way they'd come. Back toward the surface.
"Ain't nothin' wrong, man. The alarms would go off if there was. Now come on. Chow time. I don't know about you, but I could eat a drag." The lieutenant stomped off toward the mess, his thick-soled boots thunking against the concrete floor.
With a final glance toward the base entrance with its gaping hole puncturing the solid steel, Micah shrugged off the feeling and followed the lieutenant toward the mess hall. Whatever was happening could wait. For now. He had his own plans to make.
 ***
As the cry of the dragon drew closer, the preacher once again lifted his hands toward the heavens and began intoning some sort of prayer. It was all bullshit as far as Audrey was concerned, but the rest of the townspeople joined him, lifting their hands and calling out "amen" and "hallelujah" at the appropriate places. They'd obviously done this before. It was like one of those revival meetings from Before, only the god they were worshiping had scales and wings and breathed fire.
Audrey wondered how they managed to convince the dragon to eat only the sacrifice and not the entire village. It wasn't normal dragon behavior to be so selective. She'd figure it out. Eventually.
A few of the villagers were watching Audrey, confusion evident on their faces. They obviously expected whoever was chained in the middle of the square to be in full blown panic by now. Instead, Audrey stood calmly, awaiting her fate. This was going to be fun for her.
And it had been a long time since she'd had any fun.
A slight wind ruffled her hair and the flagstones felt cold under her bare feet. Apparently as generous as the townsfolk had been, they weren't going to waste shoes on someone who was as good as dead. Fortunately the cold didn't bother her much anymore and she'd get her Chucks back just as soon as this was done.
She could feel it out there, the drag, drawing closer. It was confused. It could sense her just as she sensed it, and it did not want to attack. Still, she urged it forward. No force, just a gentle tug. 
The crowd gasped in something like excitement as the enormous beast appeared over the town, diving down to swoop low over the crowd before vanishing again into the night. Torchlight flickered wildly in its wake. The preacher got louder.
Again and again the dragon wheeled and dove. Excitement turned to fear as it buzzed the crowd, blowing out torches, knocking over guards with its tail, and generally freaking out the populace. Audrey was enjoying herself immensely.
"Oh Mighty One, our Lord and God, we beseech you," the preacher was practically screaming as he waved wildly at Audrey. Clearly he wasn't used to the drags doing anything more than gobbling up the offered treat. "Please, take this our offering and spare us, your loyal servants."
Audrey rolled her eyes. The idiocy of humans never ceased to amaze her. Turning a hungry drag into a deity? Really?
She closed her eyes and sent her mind out to touch the mind of the beast, showing it what she wanted it to do. She could feel its reluctance at first, but it bowed to her will as she knew it would.
With one final flourish it swooped down and landed in the empty part of the square in front of Audrey. It was as though the entire village held its collective breath. This was it. The moment they'd been waiting for. When their god accepted their sacrifice and they were safe again.
For a long moment Audrey and the dragon stood eye to eye. And then the dragon slowly lowered its head, bowing to its queen.
It was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.
Relishing her moment in the spotlight, Audrey stepped up to the dragon. Then glancing back at the Reverend, she laid her hand on the creature's scaly snout and stroked it like one would a cat.
The dragon's golden eyes sparkled in the firelight. She swore it was smiling.
"What is this?" The preacher seemed to wake from his shock. He strode into the square as though he meant to physically force Audrey down the dragon's throat. Both woman and beast turned to stare at the man. 
"You are the sacrifice, you!" the preacher shrieked. "We have all born witness! I don't care what sort of evil magic you wield. Our god is mightier!"
Audrey eyed him, a sardonic smile curving her mouth. She half expected him to start thumping on a Bible. "Is that so, Preacher Man? Then explain this." 
With a tug of her arms, Audrey ripped the entire slab of steel from the surrounding mortar and brick. Then with a flick of inhumanly strong fingers she ripped off first one cuff, then the other. Metal clanged against stone as she heaved the entire thing across the square to smash against the walls of the church.
The preacher stared dumbly at her, his mouth hanging open, boney fingers clutching at the cloth of his robe. Finally he gathered his wits about him. "You cannot do this," he hissed under his breath, clearly not wanting the townspeople to realize he'd lost control.
"But I have done it."
"It is not possible." He shook his head, his blood-red cross glittering in the torchlight. 
Audrey slid a sideways glance at her silent, hulking companion. "Ah, but it is possible for the queen of the dragons." She gave a slight nod of her head toward the preacher. "Hungry boy? He's kind of old, but should be fairly filling."
The preacher's eyes widened in horror. "No! Listen, these people respect me. They do what I tell them. We can work together, you and I. Imagine what we could accomplish."
Audrey eyed the Reverend. She hated what he was and everything he stood for, but he was the key to controlling these people and she needed them if she was to stop the Marines once and for all. "What are you proposing, Preacher Man?"
He smiled revealing unusually white teeth. It reminded her of a shark. "You scratch my back and I scratch yours."
She pretended to mull it over. "Very well," she said, finally. "I won't let the drag eat you. But just remember who saved your ass, Preacher Man. And who can put you right back here any time I want."
The Rev straightened his shoulders. "Noted. Now get that drag out of here. If you can."
"No problem." With a flourish of her arms she shouted, "Be gone!" 
It wasn't necessary, of course. A quick message from her mind to the dragon's was sufficient, but she understood the people of Revelation needed a show. So, she'd give them one.
The dragon lifted off, the under draft from the beat of its wings nearly flattening the Reverend to Audrey's amusement. As did the collective gasp of awe from the townspeople.
Gathering himself, the Reverend whirled back to face the crowd. "People of Revelation," he shouted. "Today we have witnessed a miracle. The gods have given us a sign of their favor."
"Oh, boy, can't wait for this," Audrey whispered under her breath. 
With a flourish the Rev turned toward Audrey standing alone in the center of the square in her bare feet and faded khakis. "Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you proof of our salvation: the Scion of the gods!"
 ***
Micah barely touched his meal before excusing himself from the mess hall. Actually he didn't so much excuse himself as simply get up and leave, ignoring the odd looks from the rest of his unit.
Everyone was pretending like nothing had happened as though the attack on the base had been some random event by a couple of rabid drags. But Barnes and the Commander were spending an awful lot of time together and their expressions told him everything he needed to know.
Something was definitely wrong out there. It was as though something bad had been let loose on the world. Something terrible and dangerous. He couldn't shake the feeling that things were about to go to hell in a hand basket.
Worse, he didn't know why he cared. 
Yes, there were civilians out there, but he was programmed not to care. He was created to think only of his brothers in arms: the Marines. That was all that mattered to him.
Except a pair of wide, blue eyes haunted him. Blue with just a touch of gray around the irises. A voice whispered his name in the dark. Her scent teased him everywhere he went.
He had to get the hell out of here. He had to save her. Protect her.
He had to.
He strode down the hall toward his room, footsteps silent despite the heavy combat boots. It was a side effect of his new... status. While the other Marines stomped around he moved with all the grace of a drag in flight. It was his nature now.
"We're going to have to move to Plan B. That's all there is to it."
"I still don't like it."
"We don't have a choice."
Micah stopped. The voices were low, coming from behind one of the meeting room doors. One was the base commander. The other sounded like the scientist, Barnes. They were at it again. No human would have been able to hear the conversation, but Micah wasn't exactly human anymore.
He moved to the side of hallway, leaning nonchalantly against the wall and pulling out a map to "study" in case anyone came along. His concentration was on what was happening inside that meeting room.
"Is it even possible?" That was the commander's voice.
"Of course it's possible." Barnes sounded exasperated. "Anything's possible. Why do you think I made him that way? For kicks and giggles? I knew it might come to this one day. I mean, that was the original plan when we let these things loose."
"Yeah, but controlling the drags, using them as weapons, is one thing. Actually harnessing and riding the beasts... "
"You got a better idea?" Barnes snapped. "Between the resistance and the drags you've lost how many humvees in the past few months? Pretty soon you'll be on foot and you'll have lost your advantage over the locals despite all your fancy weaponry. Then where will we be? Civilians run amok, drags on our asses, and the commander at Fort Aiden ready to move in on your territory."
The commander sighed. "I still don't like Caine being the only one here who can control the drags. What if he turns against us? According to his lieutenant he's been acting weird lately. And without Caine, Plan B will never work."
"Don't you worry about Caine. I'll take care of him."
Micah really didn't like the tone in Barnes's voice. It made his skin crawl. 
Stuffing his map back in his pocket, he cast a final glance down the passage to make sure no one had seen him before heading toward his bunk. He needed to gather a few things before he put his plan into motion. The time for waiting was over.



Chapter Seven

If Audrey had found the townspeople generous when she'd been a prisoner and sacrifice, it was nothing compared to how they treated her now. She leaned back on the plump hand-sewn pillows making up her "throne" and scanned the church, baffled over the rows of people kneeling on the stone floor praying to... her.
The human side of her thought it was beyond bizarre and wanted to make them stop. The dragon side of her just wanted to eat them, which totally grossed out the human half.
At the insistence of the Reverend, her silent former captor and his fellow hulking guards had removed the pews from the church and turned the sanctuary into a throne room of sorts. Apparently the Rev felt that having the "scion" enthroned in the church itself would create unity or something. Personally, Audrey was of the opinion that it was to solidify the Rev's own power.
The wooden door banged open and a middle-aged woman scurried in carrying a silver tray. It was real silver, too, if the tarnish was anything to go by. Audrey's mouth watered at the scent of roasted meat and baked bread wafting from the covered dishes on the tray. 
"My lady." The woman bowed awkwardly while still clutching the tray, her truly awful mustard-colored robe straining against her plump figure. Obviously these people were as well fed as the Marines. Audrey wondered if that was the case for all the survivors. "I have brought you a small snack."
Audrey's stomach rumbled. Good, she could use a snack. She waved the woman up onto the dais that had been the altar. One of the guards rushed over to place a low table next to Audrey's mound of pillows so the woman could set down her tray.
"You may go." Audrey gave another languid wave of her hand and watched in no little amusement as the woman hurried across the hall and out the door, sneaking glances at Audrey over her shoulder. It was clear these people were afraid of her now that she'd shown her ability to control the dragons. Perhaps even more afraid of her than they were of the Rev. Frankly, she was okay with that.
She turned to the tray, lifting the shiny gold lids off the dishes. Audrey was no expert, but she was pretty sure they were real gold or at least gold plate. Where on earth did they find such things out here in the middle of nowhere?
Her train of thought got derailed as the scent of food overwhelmed her. One ceramic plate was mounded with roasted meat marinated in something not unlike barbeque sauce. Audrey refused to think about where that meat came from or what on earth they'd used in the sauce. Not that the dragon-half of her cared, but the human-half was having trouble with the idea of eating a rodent.
She snagged a small cube of meat and popped it in her mouth. It was succulent, juicy, and oh, so tender. The tangy sweetness of the sauce perfectly offset the meatiness. 
Another lifted lid revealed thick slices of fresh bread slathered in real butter. Where on earth did they get butter? Even the Marines didn't have dairy products. There were no cows or goats anymore. The drags had got them all. And where had these people gotten the wheat for bread?
Further dishes revealed a selection of home-canned vegetables cooked in broth and herbs, a sort of fruit cobbler made from likewise canned fruit, and a thick mess of mashed potatoes smothered in cheese. Real, genuine cheese. 
Audrey decided that questions could wait. She hadn't had food like this in twenty-five years and she planned to enjoy every bite of her "snack."
She was just finishing up her meal when the door banged open again and another woman entered. This one was taller than the first, about ten years younger and slightly less plump. Her robe was a pale green color edged with purple embroidery. She wore a string of old typewriter keys around her neck. Audrey felt oddly sad for the old typewriter which had given its life for the woman's jewelry. She'd always had a fondness for old things, especially if they had anything to do with the book business. Hazards of being a librarian, she supposed.
"My lady." The woman gave a deep bow. "Your bath is ready. If you please, I will show you the way."
Bathing had been one thing the Marines had got right. They insisted on cleanliness even for their prisoners. The showers had been hot and the soap had been plentiful, if a bit on the manly smelling side. Still, a trek through the desert followed by her brief incarceration had left Audrey feeling itchy and dusty. She was still physically mostly human, after all.
"Very well," she said, standing up from the pile of cushions. "Lead the way."
With a nod the woman turned and exited the church. Audrey followed her out the door, two giant guards trailing in their wake.
The sun was high in the sky and Audrey's first instinct was to flinch away and cover her eyes, but she dared not show these people any weakness. The one thing keeping her alive was the Rev's belief in her power. Showing vulnerability would not endear her. It would put her in harm's way.
Forcing her shoulders back and her head up, she followed the woman in the green gown through throngs of staring townspeople. One of the guards barked something indistinct and the gawking masses dropped to their knees, reciting what sounded like some kind of prayer. It was not unlike the one they'd been chanting the night of her averted sacrifice. 
Audrey ignored them, and focused on the woman. The glaring sun stabbed at her eyes, causing her head to throb. She was sure she wouldn't be able to stand it another minute when the woman stopped in front of a long, low building made of the same stone as all the rest of the structures in the village. She pushed open the door and stepped inside to allow Audrey to follow her into the dim building. The relief was instant as the thick walls blocked out the afternoon sun. 
The room was small, the walls ringed in wooden benches and the air heavy with dampness. The men did not follow them in.
"The bath house is for women only," the other woman explained. "The men have their own place. Don't worry, the Reverend had everyone else cleared out. I am called Mirym and I will be the only one attending you." She smiled and bowed deeply. "If it pleases you, my lady."
Audrey gave a slight shrug which seemed to fluster the other woman.
"Ah, we remove our clothes and leave them here." Mirym pointed to the benches. "Someone will remove and clean them while we bathe."
Mirym's clothes didn't look like they needed cleaning, but Audrey was well aware hers did. They were covered in dust and reeked of sweat. Deodorant was one thing she sorely missed.
Her human side was a little flustered at getting undressed in front of another woman. Heck, in front of another person. Before the dragons came she'd been extremely shy and very modest in her dress. Like most women of her day, she'd been hyper-critical of her own body. Showing it off was not in her nature.
It was, however, in the nature of a dragon. Like the drags, the Audrey she was now had no care what her body looked like as long as it functioned properly. The dragon side of her could walk down the main avenue of the village buck-naked without so much as a blush. 
Audrey quickly and efficiently stripped off her clothes and stood waiting for Mirym to do the same. The other woman flushed slightly and handed her a thin robe from a pile near the door.
"Here, uh, this is what we wear in the bath house."
Audrey stared at the worn material somewhat baffled. When wet you'd be able to see right through the cloth so what was the point? Still, when in Rome. 
She took the robe from Mirym and put it on, wrapping the belt securely around her waist. The other woman seemed to relax and turned to swap her own clothes for a robe.
Once properly attired, Mirym lead Audrey down a narrow hall to another room. This one had rows of buckets suspended from the ceiling. From the bottom of each bucket dangled a cord. Audrey had no clue what she was supposed to do so she waited to see what the other woman did first.
Mirym handed her a pot of some kind of cream and a rough square of cloth. Audrey gave the cream a sniff. It smelled faintly of flowers. Lavender. "Where on earth did you get lavender?" She'd seen nothing even vaguely similar on her trek through the high desert.
"There is a village to the south of here which grows it."
"So, you trade?"
"Something like that." The woman looked uncomfortable at Audrey's questions. "All right, my lady, this is the cleansing room. You stand under one of the buckets and pull the cord. This will get you wet. Then take the cloth and soap and scrub your body with it. You can use the soap in your hair, too. Then stand under another bucket and pull the cord to rinse."
"Where do I hang my robe?"
Mirym's eyes widened. "You leave it on, my lady."
"You're kidding me."
"Um, no, my lady. It is the proper and decent thing. The naked body is to be hidden at all times."
"Where'd you hear that nonsense? Preacher Man, no doubt. Whoever heard of taking a shower with your clothes on? Ridiculous." Audrey whipped off her robe and tossed it in the corner almost laughing as Mirym blushed a horrified red. 
Audrey ignored her and went about the business of showering, Revelation-style. It was a little rustic and a lot on the chilly side, but it worked. And the soap was really nice. Much nicer than the harsh stuff the Marines used. 
Audrey had expected that in the twenty-five years since the Marines had pulled her body from the wreck of the army bunker where she and Caine had died, she would have aged. But she hadn't. Technically speaking, she was in her mid-fifties. Yet there wasn't a line, wrinkle, or gray hair in sight. She still looked exactly the same as she had all those years ago, frozen in time. 
She fingered a thick, jagged scar along her right side, marring the lightly golden skin. A souvenir from the day she died. Almost the same. She'd always been so small and pasty and mousy, ridiculously weak both physically and emotionally. She was still small but she was no longer weak. Or pasty. 
Something inside her had changed. She'd asked once in the early days. Barnes had mumbled something about bone density and cell regeneration. She didn't understand half of it. What she did understand was that the changes that had taken place inside her body had also subtly marked her on the outside giving her skin a slightly golden tone that mimicked the dragons' coloring. And, of course, her eyes. 
"My lady, if you are finished we will move on to the bath room." Mirym, now soaked to the skin in her flimsy robe and with every line of her naked body clearly visible through the material, kept her eyes carefully averted.
"Lead the way."
The next room was warm and steamy and redolent with the scents of herbs and spices. It was dark away from the glowing lanterns edging the walls, their warm light sparkling off the water of a huge sunken pool in the middle of the room.
"Now this is what I call a bathtub," Audrey said, sinking into the warm water with a sigh.
"My lady?"
"Nothing. Now be quiet. I need to think."
With a nod Mirym stepped away from the pool. "Of course, my lady. I will be waiting in the other room when you are ready." With that she slipped out through a dark doorway leaving Audrey in peace.
Well, peace might not have been the right word. Her mind was in a whirl. There was so much she needed to do. 
Her human side wanted some measure of justice for the pain the Marines and their scientists had inflicted on her. The transformation and the experiments that followed had been painful and humiliating. Granted they had saved her life, but it certainly hadn't been out of any sense of duty or honor. 
It was the part of her that was no longer human that truly wanted revenge. It was the side of her whose people had been first created, then mutilated and destroyed by the Marines that hungered for pay back. 
Taking down the base by herself was a little more than she could handle. Even with the drags, most of the base was underground. She needed an army. A human army. Her lips curved in a smile. And she'd just been handed an army on a silver platter. 
She shook her head and eased her back against the side of the pool. These people weren't just going to do whatever she told them to do. She had to convince the Reverend it was in his best interests to go along with her plans.
She only needed to bide her time and find out everything there was to know about these people. Then she'd use it. She'd use them. And she'd bring down the Marines and that asshole Barnes once and for all.



Chapter Eight

Micah yanked out an old camouflage pack from behind the door. For a moment he stared at the thing as memories flooded his scrambled brain.
This wasn't just any camo pack. It was his. The same one he'd hauled through the deserts of Afghanistan long before the drags destroyed the world. The same one that had been with him through that bloody apocalypse where everyone he'd known had died. The same one... A face flashed through his memory. The woman again. The one with the dark blond hair and the blue eyes. 
Her generous lips twisted in a wry grin as she handed him the old pack.
"Here. This is yours." Her voice was slightly husky.
He turned the pack over in his hands. "Where did you find it?"
She glanced at the floor, the fall of her hair hiding those amazing eyes. She shrugged, the worn tee shirt pulling tight against her figure. "I found it in an old army bunker. The place they call Caine's Last Stand."
The place where he died.
Micah shook off the memories. This was not the time to go all nostalgic. The woman, he would find her. But he had to get out of here first.
He carefully slid back one of the ceiling's acoustic panels and took down a box he'd hidden up there weeks before. He began stuffing supplies from the box into his pack. Food and water he'd slipped into his pockets during mess. A couple grenades he'd liberated from the armory. 
Pack in hand he slipped out the door and down the hall. His mind replayed the route over and over. He wasn't entirely sure how he knew about the back way out of the base except that it was all tangled up in the memories of the woman.
He rounded a corner to find his way blocked by three Marines. Turning around would be suspicious so he continued forward, nodding slightly. Normally they'd nod back and move out of the way. Everyone was terrified of the Dragon Lord.
This time they didn't move. 
He didn't speak. The Dragon Lord never spoke to the peons. Instead he gave them a look that had them turning a little pale.
They looked like they were about to wet their pants, but still they didn't move. The one in the middle spoke up, his voice cracking slightly. "Sorry, sir, but we have orders."
Micah raised a brow. "Orders from whom?"
"From me."
Micah whirled around. "Lieutenant." How had the rat-bastard snuck up on him? "What's going on?" Micah tried to keep his tone light, barely interested, but he was on full alert.
"I'm sorry, sir." The lieutenant looked genuinely apologetic. 
Before he could move a muscle, Micah felt a sting in the back of his neck and the world tilted to one side. He slid to the floor, his head hitting the concrete with a solid thunk. A string of expletives raced through his mind as he lay there, cheek pressed against the cold floor. His last thought was of the woman with the blue eyes. He would get to her if he had to rip this place apart.
Then the world went dark.
 ***
"Scion." The Reverend entered the old church, now Audrey's "throne room," followed by a tall thin man who bowed low, his patchwork cape of old blue jeans sweeping the floor. "We need to have a word with you." Rev's eyes darted to the various villagers standing around waiting their turn for an audience with the goddess among them. "Privately." He turned to one of the guards standing at attention. "Clear the room."
The guard looked like he was about to argue, which she found surprising, but a glance at Audrey's expression had him shrugging and moving to usher people out. When everyone was finally outside, he closed the door behind him. Audrey waved the two men forward.
Audrey eyed the tall man, noting his ink-stained fingers and the grubby sheets of paper clutched in his hand. Iron-gray hair stuck up wildly from his head, a couple smudges of ink darkening the strands. It looked like he hadn't shaved in days. "Who are you?" She figured as scion of the gods she was allowed a little leeway in the rudeness department.
"My name is Carl, my lady. I was an accountant in the Before." He shrugged his bony shoulders and his heavily furrowed brow wrinkled further as he frowned, shooting the Rev a glance. "I guess I'm still an accountant?"
The Reverend's smile was something of a cross between beatific and downright smarmy. "Yes, that would be accurate."
Audrey raised an eyebrow. "What, exactly, do you account?" She couldn't imagine there were a lot of IRS men running around these days, and as far as she'd been able to tell the Marines didn't bother with percents. They just took what they wanted.
He swallowed. "Well, my lady, I keep track of things. For the village. You know. The weapons. The food. How much we have of what. Which items we're low on. That sort of thing."
It made sense. That type of information would be important in a world where one couldn't just run down to the local WalMart. 
"And? What does that have to do with me?" Audrey had never had much interest in such things. Back in what everyone was calling the Before books had been her thing. Now... well, now she cared about nothing but the dragons. And revenge.
Carl scratched his head as though baffled by the question. He opened his mouth, closed it, then gave the Rev a helpless look. With an exasperated shake of his head the Reverend took over.
"You see, Scion, nothing much grows here in Revelation. Something in the soil from back in the day when this place was a mine, I suppose. Still, here we are safe from the Marines. And the gods? Well," he shrugged, "As you know, they revealed themselves to me and so we have found a way to please them."
He was speaking of the human sacrifice, of course. As she looked into those cold dark eyes, Audrey realized for the first time that what was staring back at her was less human than anything flying in the night sky. The Reverend wasn't crazy liked she'd first thought. He was a sociopath. And that made him very, very dangerous. The part of her that was still human felt sick. And scared.
"I still don't see what any of this has to do with me, Preacher Man." She would play her part. For now.
"We couldn't grow our own food and the hunting was scarce, thanks to the drags. We had to find another way to survive." He was eyeing her the way Barnes used to: like she was a bug under a microscope. It made her skin crawl.
Audrey was getting a bad feeling. She seemed to have a lot of those lately. "Let me guess. You took from others what you could not produce yourself."
"Yes, ma'am. My lady," Carl spoke up. "The Reverend preaches that we are the chosen and it is the will of the gods that others should serve at our pleasure." The way he said it so matter-of-factly it stunned Audrey for a moment.
"Let me guess. You've spent the last twenty-five years raiding the compounds of other survivors."
Carl didn't even have the grace to look embarrassed. The Rev looked downright proud.
"Yes, my lady. Usually we just take what we need and go. But if they resist... " Carl shrugged again.
Audrey didn't need him to spell it out. Apparently, like the Marines, mass murder was just another day at the office for these people. Some small part of her had hoped that somewhere in this new world, things would be different.
"Surely you don't get all your supplies from raids. I mean flour? Lavender? Butter? I thought the drags ate all the cows."
"Cows? Oh, no. The butter and cheese and whatnot is from goats," Carl said, with another glance to the Rev for assurance. "I imagine there may be some places with cows, but not near here. And there are a few fields and farms left. Not many, but they're out there. We have trade agreements with some of them."
"Trade agreements?" She couldn't wait to hear this.
"A tithe, if you will," the Rev said. "They give us a percentage of their crops and supplies and we provide protection."
"From the... gods?"
"Of course not," he laughed. "The gods do as they will."
The light bulb went on. A protection racket. Classic. "Let me guess. As long as they keep to the trade 'agreement,' you don't feed their people to the dragons."
The Reverend didn't even have the grace to look embarrassed. "Indeed."
"Right now," Carl continued scanning the papers in his hand, "we're running dangerously low on many of our supplies. Also, the time of sacrifice is drawing near once again and we have no one in reserve." 
She had a bad feeling she knew where this was going. "Why are you telling me all this?"
"Because, my dear," the Rev said, his voice practically dripping with oil, "you are the Scion of the gods. And as such it's time for you and I to lead our people on another foray into the great unknown."
The human part of Audrey was sickened, infuriated. The part of her that was other than human found the situation very interesting, and wondered how she could manipulate it to her advantage.
She needed these people and their cooperation if her plan was going to work, and the best way to control them was through their superstitions. She had presented herself as some kind of goddess, so she would continue to play to that. What did it matter to her if a few survivors lost their food stores? What she meant to accomplish was far more important.
"Well, then. I guess it's time for another raid."



Chapter Nine

Rain lay flat on her belly in the dust, body half-hidden by the sagebrush hugging the top of the cliff, face pressed up against the binocs as she scanned the thin ribbon of road twisting below them. Well, what used to be road, anyway. Now it was more like a slightly less bumpy path, the blacktop broken by cracks and potholes and nearly lost under decades of dust and debris.
"Anything?" Sutter's voice was calm, devoid of the excitement and nerves that were twisting inside Rain.
"Dust cloud. They're headed this way."
It almost felt like old times. Back when she and Sutter spent long days on a Track together destroying dragon nests and exploring the ruins of Before. 
Except this wasn't the old times and Sutter wasn't exactly himself anymore. He was a new Sutter. A seriously bad-ass Sutter. A Sutter who'd forgotten the pain of betrayal and fallen in love with a woman who deserved him.
Rain really needed to do something nice for Cyan. Like knit her a sweater or something. She just needed to learn how to knit first.
"Get ready." Sutter's voice, deeper than it used to be, jerked Rain back into the present. 
"Ready." She focused on the terrain below as two Marine humvees came into view. "I see the target."
"I can't sense him."
Rain frowned. Sutter should be able to sense the other Dragon Lord, just like he could sense the dragons themselves. "He should be there. He's been on every patrol for the last couple of weeks." She and Jinx had shadowed every one of those patrols, timing the Marines' movements down to the last second.
"Might not mean anything. He could be shielding." Sutter's tone was doubtful.
It made sense. Micah would have to shield unless the Marines wanted the drags on their asses. "Okay. So we go ahead with this."
Sutter nodded. "We go ahead. In five, four, three, two, one!"
The explosion rocked the landscape as Rain depressed a button on an old walkie. Dirt and sagebrush blew sky high as the blast sent the first humvee flipping end over end until it crashed into the second one. The two vehicles slid across the old roadway and into the ditch.
"Let's go."
Rain didn't need Sutter to tell her twice. She scrambled to her feet and headed down the embankment behind him, rifle at the ready. Sutter had his sword out and the late afternoon sun glinted blindingly against the diamond edge turning the blade an eerie red.
They approached the humvees with some caution. Rain peered into the first vehicle. Every man inside was dead or soon would be. That was why she'd chosen it. Micah never rode in the first humvee, always the second. They moved to the other vehicle.
"He's not here." 
"He has to be." Rain yanked open the door and stuck her head in. Four guys all still alive but unconscious. No Micah. "Shit." They'd never get another shot at this. Why today of all days had he stayed behind?
She recognized one of the men. He was the one in charge. The one the others called "Lieutenant."
"Sutter, over here." She pointed to the unconscious man. "This one. He's the boss."
With a nod, Sutter grabbed the man and pulled him out of the humvee, dumping him on the road. Rain knelt beside the man and gave him a good hard slap against the cheek.
With a groan, the man opened his eyes. When he saw Rain and Sutter he turned white, then red. "What the... " 
"Hey, Lieutenant," Rain kept her voice soft, even. As if they were just having a nice little chat. 
"Who the fuck are you?" The man struggled to sit up, wincing at what were no doubt a serious set of bruised ribs. He stopped when Sutter pressed the tip of the sword against his throat. "Holy god."
Sutter raised one eyebrow. "Not exactly."
"Now Lieutenant, we have a question for you. Just one and then we're gone," Rain said, watching the Lieutenant's face closely.
The Lieutenant eyeballed her with distrust. It was understandable. "Okay."
"Where is Micah Caine?"
A smile full of irony spread across the man's face. "You did all this for the Dragon Lord? Barnes's fucked up little experiment? Well, ain't that just a pity? 'Cause that fucker is locked up good and tight. I made sure of it. He ain't ever gonna see the light of day again."
"So, he's back at the base."
"I didn't say that."
Rain narrowed her eyes. "Where is he, then?"
The Lieutenant crossed his arms over his chest. "Barnes doesn't like to be reminded of his mistakes so we keep them somewhere they can't cause a ruckus."
"Where?" Rain demanded again, but the Lieutenant just sat there with his mouth shut.
Rain wanted to slap the smug look off the man's face, but she didn't get a chance. Before she could blink, the Lieutenant's expression froze. And this his head slid right off his neck and hit the ground, rolling until it came to a stop against the humvee tire.
Rain stared up at Sutter, swiping back a strand of dark blonde hair that had fallen out of her pony tail. The ruby red of his blade was no longer an illusion as drops of blood fell from its tip to turn the dusty earth dark. "What the hell, Sut?"
He shrugged. "Sorry. It slipped."
She rolled her eyes. "Great. Now I've got to question some other asshole." She pointed to the driver. "How about that one?"
With a nod, Sutter stalked around to the other side of the humvee and dragged the driver out onto the road. The man was pretty beat up, a livid bruise across his forehead where he'd hit the top of the steering wheel, but he was starting to regain consciousness.
Rain leaned in close. "Hey, there."
The driver looked confused. "Where am I?"
"Listen, one question and I leave you be. Answer wrong and my friend here is going to use his very big knife to chop of your head. Just like he did with your lieutenant." She pointed to the Lieutenant's head, staring blindly back. "Clear?"
The driver turned a little pale. "Clear."
"Where do you Marines keep your mistakes?"
He looked confused, glancing from her to Sutter and back again. "Mistakes? I don't understand."
"The Lieutenant said Barnes doesn't like to be reminded of his mistakes so you guys keep his experiments somewhere else. Somewhere away from the base."
The Marine hesitated for a moment, but Sutter rolled his shoulders and gave his sword a little test swing. That was all it took for the driver to start spilling his guts. 
"There's an old hospital a few klicks northeast of here. They've got the freaks locked in the old psych ward."
"Freaks?" There was an edge of warning in Rain's voice. 
He swallowed. "That's what some of the guys call them 'cause they're not quite human anymore. Don't mean nothin' by it."
"Well, thank you. You've been quite helpful." Rain stood up, brushing dust off the legs of her jeans.
"You promised not to hurt me."
Rain smiled, but she knew the smile didn't reach her eyes. "No. I promised we wouldn't kill you."
She didn't even need to ask. As if reading her mind, Sutter brought up his sword. The driver let out a little squeak of fear before the hilt of the sword slammed into his temple. Lights out.
 ***
Audrey snuggled into her cloak as she scanned the view below. She was pretty sure the turquoise blue material had once been part of a very nice set of drapes, but the women of the village had turned it into an ankle-length cape edged in gold tassels and lined with what felt like real fur. The Rev � she enjoyed the little jab of using a nickname instead of addressing him with respect - had insisted she wear it as a symbol of her status. Despite her higher tolerance for temperature fluctuations, Audrey was glad it kept out the biting wind. Winter was definitely on its way.
"What do you think, Scion?" The Reverend was wearing a cape of blood red to match his cross. Carl hovered behind them, still wearing his blue jean cloak. What a sight they must make.
She shrugged. "It doesn't look like much." After two days of walking, keeping the dragons off their asses the whole way, Audrey had expected more.
The few decrepit brick buildings of the settlement below were surrounded by a corrugated steel fence that had more holes than solid panels. The gates were shut, but they looked like a stiff wind would knock them over. There had once been a couple of watch towers, but even in the dark Audrey could tell they were badly burned. Drag attack no doubt.
"It isn't," Carl piped up. "But according to our sources, most of the settlement is underground. They've got a nice stock of weapons, some canned goods, and the priest has a garden in the summer, so there might be something left from that."
"They have a priest?" Another bunch of religious nuts being led around by a power-hungry madman. Wonderful. 
"Apparently."
"Let's not let that concern us," the Reverend interrupted. "We have a job to do." He practically rubbed his hands together in glee. "Let's show these people what a true scion of the gods looks like."



Chapter Ten

"I don't like this," Albie muttered under her breath as she paced in front of the bar. "Don't like it at all. Got me a bad feeling about this."
Rain knew better than to question the older woman's 'feelings.' If things had been different, she definitely would have listened, but she didn't have a choice. "I have to do this, Albie. You know how much we need Micah. If we're going to break Micah out, we have to know what we're up against." 
Not to mention they needed to find out what the Marines had planned. The base had turned into a hive of activity lately. As far as Rain was concerned it was always a bad sign when the Marines got busy.
Albie sighed as she sank heavily onto her customary chair. "Fine. Guess we got no choice in the matter." She clearly wasn't happy about it, either.
"Don't worry," Albie's nephew Hank spoke up from behind the bar where he'd been dutifully polishing glasses, "he's tied up nice and tight. Won't be escaping from those knots any time soon, let me tell you."
Rain didn't bother pointing out that Ben, the young soldier currently tied to a chair in the corner of the bar, had been genetically modified and was probably stronger than the ancient rope Hank had used to tie him. She was counting on Sutter's brooding presence to keep the Marine from getting too cozy with any escape plans he might be thinking up. 
Besides, he'd barely survived the detox so hopefully he was still pretty weak. For a genetically enhanced solider anyway.
"Okay, here goes nothing."
The young Marine stared straight past Rain as she approached. As if he didn't even see her. Or maybe as if she was beneath his notice. No doubt he thought that was true. All the Marines did. They'd all been snatched from the scattered compounds of survivors after the Wars, yet thought they were somehow better than the people they'd come from. Rain didn't know if that was part of the brainwashing or if they were all just naturally assholes.
Rain pulled another chair up and sat down in front of the prisoner. He looked a hell of a lot better than he had the last time she'd seen him, but his skin was still a little pasty, and by the stench of him he was in dire need of a bath and a change of clothes.
"How you feeling, Ben?"
He didn't answer. He just kept his gray eyes fixed somewhere over her shoulder. 
"Okay, no chit chat then. Let's get down to business." She settled into her chair, crossing her ankles and resting her elbows on the chair arms. Might as well be comfortable. "I need some information. You ever hear of the Marines using an old hospital up north of here?"
No response.
"Word is, this hospital is where they keep the soldiers Barnes experiments on. The ones that went wrong. We need to find this place and break in."
This time there was the slightest smirk.
"You think that's funny."
Ben turned his head, those gray eyes finally focusing on her face. "I think that's hilarious."
"Really? Do tell."
"Everybody knows about Barnes's little closet. And everybody knows it's sealed up tighter than a drum and guarded by some of the craziest sons-of-bitches the Marines ever produced. There's no back entrance for you to sneak in," he scoffed.
It wasn't a surprise. A disappointment, but not a surprise. She'd figured the Marines would have the place guarded or trapped or something. She'd just hoped there'd be a back way in. 
"Guess I'll just have to storm the front gate then."
He sneered. "You and who's army?"
"Don't need an army. Got a, what'd you call 'em? Dragon Lord." She nodded toward Sutter who was leaning against the wall, muscled arms crossed over a massive chest. She still couldn't get over how big he was now. 
The sight of the Dragon Lord seemed to give the Marine pause. Finally he shrugged as much as his bonds would allow. "Don't matter. Even a Dragon Lord can't get through solid concrete. When I said sealed, I meant it. They still feed 'em and whatever, but those freaks ain't never getting out."
She pretended to think that over. "Okay. But tell me, why would the Marines want Micah Caine alive so bad they'd go to the trouble of hiding him behind cement walls? Why not just kill him?"
Ben shrugged again. "Don't know. Told you before, that shit's above my rank." He nodded toward Sutter. "But probably you should ask him. If anyone knows, he would."
"Okay, fair enough. Tell me something else. Until a few days ago Caine went out with every patrol. Why would they lock him up now?"
Ben eyed her. "No idea."
"How about a guess."
Ben cleared his throat. "He woke up. All those memories Barnes erases have a bad habit of coming back."
"Tell me something I don't know."
"I'd say Caine is remembering. Barnes doesn't like when we remember."
 ***
Just after sunset the Reverend and his followers entered the compound unchallenged, Audrey trailing in their wake. Their torches lit up the courtyard, though she didn't need the light. Her night vision picked out every detail with ease. Other than a few dried up tomato plants rustling in the slight breeze, nothing moved. There wasn't so much as a sign of life.
"They're here, my lady," Carl quietly assured her. "They're just hiding." His expression was one of distaste, as if he'd just smelled something rancid.
The Rev nodded to one of the two dozen or so guards. The man Audrey recognized as the guards' leader strode forward to the middle of the courtyard. "Show yourselves!" His voice boomed, echoing off the sides of the decrepit, brick buildings. "By order of the gods, come forward!"
For a long moment there was absolute silence. Then a figure moved from the shadows between the buildings. "There is only one God."
"Blasphemy," the guard practically screeched. "Kneel before the Scion or I will end you."
Audrey refrained from rolling her eyes at the melodrama as the Rev held up his hand. The guard immediately dropped to his knees, bowing his head, as did everyone else except for the stranger.
The Rev kept his voice light, but Audrey could hear the dangerous undertones running beneath the pleasant facade. "Please, come forward. Speak with me."
"Very well." 
The stranger was tall. Around six feet, if she had to guess. He'd probably been even taller when he was a young man. His bald head was bare to the elements and his simple rough robe would have easily let him blend in with the people of Revelation. But there was something different about him. Something peaceful. 
She stared at the thick book clutched in his gnarled hands. She knew that book. There had always been several copies in the library.
"Who are you?" the Reverend demanded.
"I am Father Pedro. Padre. Who, may I ask, are you?" His voice was serene, but commanding.
"I am the Reverend."
The padre raised an eyebrow. "What? You don't have a name?"
"I need no name," the Rev snarled. "I am chosen of the gods themselves!"
"I see. And the young lady?"
The Reverend puffed out his chest with pride. "The gods deemed us worthy of receiving their messenger. Their progeny. She is the Scion." 
Again Audrey had to refrain from revealing her amusement at the Rev's posturing. The priest, on the other hand remained calm, showing no sign of fear or weakness. "So I see. May I ask what you are doing here? What is it you want?"
Audrey tilted her head to the side, waiting for the Rev's response, eying the stranger as a cat eyes a bird. Her human side remembered what Pedro was and what he stood for, and that side of her couldn't help but want to show him respect and protect him from whatever the Rev and his minions had in store. Her dragon side wanted to rip him, and everyone, to shreds. 
She had no idea which would win out in the end.



Chapter Eleven

"Are you in charge of this place?" the Rev asked. 
Padre Pedro glanced around at the low brick buildings with their rusted roofs, the baked earth that made up the compound courtyard, a few dried up weeds struggling through the cracks in the ground. "Of Sanctuary? More or less."
Sanctuary. Audrey thought it was an interesting name. No doubt it spoke to the compound's past as a safe haven from the dragons and the wars that followed their arrival. Unfortunately for everyone living there it wouldn't be a sanctuary for much longer thanks to the Reverend and his merry band of thieves.
"There are more?"
The padre studied Rev's face as if he was looking for something. The wind swirled around him, making the one-eyed man's robes flutter slightly. "More people? Why would I tell you? You would only kill them in the end. I know who you are."
"And who is that?"
Pedro's eyes narrowed. "You are that madman who sacrifices precious human life to the dragons in order to save his own ass." The bitterness behind the words spoke of familiarity with the type of man who would do such a thing.
A man of the cloth he might be, but it was clear that Padre Pedro was no pushover. Audrey respected him just a touch more. Clearly the Reverend didn't feel the same.
"Sacrilege!" the Reverend screamed, spraying spit all over the padre. "You shall pay for your sins with blood. Guard!"
One of the guards separated from the rest. The glint of steel in the torchlight caught Audrey's eye. She didn't like the look of the wickedly sharp axe hanging from his belt. She liked even less the glint of excitement in the man's eyes as he stepped toward the priest.
A swift kick to the back of the legs and the padre tumbled to his knees in the dust of the courtyard. The man had no hair, so the guard used the leather strap around the priest's neck to yank his head forward, baring the back of the older man's neck to the blade of the axe. The simple wooden cross broke free of the strap and fell into the priest's lap. 
As the guard raised the axe for the blow, everything inside Audrey rebelled. It was as if the Audrey from Before suddenly rushed in and overwhelmed the new Audrey. This was wrong. She had to stop it.
Before she could take a step forward, she heard the whistle of something flying through the air. Blood spurted over the bare head of the priest as an arrow buried itself in the guard's throat. The guard clapped his hands to the wound, but it was too late to stem the flow of blood. He sank to the ground as his lifeblood seeped out of him.
For a moment, the courtyard was silent. Every eye turned toward the dying guard and the priest still kneeling as if in prayer.
Audrey sought the shooter. He wasn't hard to find. A young boy, hardly more than fourteen or fifteen, his face a pale oval in the moonlit night. Unfortunately the Reverend spotted him, too.
"Kill the heathen!" the Rev shrieked, pointing at the boy. "Kill them all!"
And with that, one guard grabbed the padre while the rest of the men swarmed through the compound. The boy quickly strung his bow again, the arrow hitting one of the guards in the thigh. Realizing there wasn't enough time for a second shot, he turned to run. It was too late. The leader of the guards took him down with a single, vicious blow.
Audrey's stomach churned as she watched. A few armed locals popped out of darkened doorways, rushing the invaders. One of the locals, armed with only a baseball bat, hauled off and cracked one of the guards so hard he nearly smashed his skull open. A minute later the villager was mowed down by another guard's semi-automatic rifle, blood spilling from his chest as he slumped to the ground. Everything happened so fast, there was nothing she could do. "Shit," she whispered as more screams and gunshots filled the air. She had to do something to stop the bloodshed. Revealing her feelings to the Rev and his men was not an option. She had to find another way.
Dark was falling and Audrey could feel the drags inside her head. They were waking up and they knew she was near. So she closed her eyes and sent her mind spinning out across the desert until she found the nearest one and sent it a message.
 ***
"I told you once, girl, and I'll tell ya again. This is madness. You been hitting the moonshine too hard or somethin'." 
Rain suppressed a smile as she focused on her packing. "You know very well I haven't done any such thing, Albie. This is Micah we're talking about. I have to get him back. And not just for me," she said. "If we're ever gonna get rid of the Marines, we're going to need him."
Albie sighed and sank down on the edge of Rain's bed. "Still, I wish you weren't doing this."
"I have to." Rain grabbed a coil of rope off the shelves and stuffed it in her pack, followed by a couple bottles of water. 
"I know you do. Though I'd dearly love to talk you out of it. You've made a difference in this town, Rain Mauri. You've stopped the drags and you've given us hope that one day we'll be free of the Marines. We owe you big time for that."
Rain paused to hug her friend. "Don't be ridiculous. This is my home as much as it is yours, and I protect what's mine. I'll be back, Albie. I promise."
Albie snorted. "I've no doubt of it. You're 'bout as stubborn as they come. Here, I got something for you. Been saving it up." She handed Rain the small box she'd been holding.
Rain slid back the lid revealing a black cylindrical object. In all her years of tracking she'd never seen anything quite like it. "What is this? Some kind of grenade?"
"It's what they used to call a flash bang."
Rain glanced over at Albie. "Sounds... interesting."
"Oh, it is." Albie's smile was devious. "Back in the Before the police and military used them when they needed to incapacitate the bad guys while not destroying what they came for." She gave Rain a knowing look. "You use it pretty much like a regular grenade, but once you toss it, close your eyes and cover your ears. The minute everyone else is on the floor flopping around like fish, you take 'em out then get in and grab what you came for."
"Noted."
"Now get to gettin'. That man of yours has been locked up by those crazies long enough."
 ***
Carl fidgeted at Audrey's side while nearby the padre, clearly furious, alternated between praying and struggling against the guard that held him. As if either one would do him any good. 
Some of the guards had disappeared below. An explosion rocked the ground nearly sending Audrey to her knees. The padre struggled against his captor, trying to break free and help his people. Instead the guard clubbed him in the head with the butt of his rifle. The priest crumpled to the ground, a thin line of blood trickling from the gash on his temple.
"Is he dead?" The Rev sounded almost eager, but Audrey narrowed her eyes at the guard until he turned pale.
The guard quickly bent to check the priest's pulse. "No, Sir," he said with a quick glance at Audrey. "Just out cold for awhile. He'll have an almighty headache when he comes to, but no harm done."
The Rev sighed, "Well, I suppose we can sacrifice him later." He turned his attention back to the compound as the shooting and screaming continued.
Audrey glanced up at the night sky. They were close now. Time to work your magic, my brothers.
The first dragon hit the compound with a blast of fire big enough to take out half of the southern wall and what was left of the lookout tower. The second dragon strafed the courtyard, sending guards and citizens alike scrambling for cover. The Reverend was cowering on the ground, screaming for the guard to protect him. Where were his gods now?
It took incredible control to prevent the dragons from actually killing anyone, especially the compound dwellers. Not that she cared if they feasted on the Rev's guards. It was just that once the drags started, she knew she wouldn't be able to stop them from killing everyone in sight, including the innocent. Instead she managed to focus their rage on the buildings.
One by one the guards who had gone underground emerged back into the compound. Some were weighed down with food, water, weapons and ammunition. Others just ran for their lives, the dragons blasting the ground behind them with fire.
Audrey strode forward and yanked the Rev to his feet. "Hey, Preacher Man, don't you think it's time we leave?"
"Yes, yes." The Rev's eyes were enormous in his pale face. Fear rolled off him in waves. Audrey resisted the urge to shake him until his spine snapped.
"Reverend. My lady." The leader of the guards - she really needed to find out his name - stumbled up to them and bowed low. "Mission accomplished. I think we should leave. Quickly."
"So I see. What's your name?"
"Bull, my lady."
"Bull, take him." Audrey shoved the Rev in his direction. "I'll round up the others."
"Yes, my lady." Wrapping one massive arm around the Rev, Bull hustled out of the compound, disappearing into the night.
"My lady, what shall we do with this one?" One of the other guards nudged the still unconscious priest.
Audrey glanced over at the prone body of Padre Pedro. She supposed it was a blessing he was still unconscious. She didn't think he'd respond well to watching his compound burn down around him.
"Leave him. We have all we need." While Audrey had never been a superstitious person and she had little conscience left, harming a true man of the cloth was not something she was willing to risk.
The guard nodded. 
"Now let's get the hell out of here," she said, turning to head back toward Revelation, "before the drags burn this place to the ground." There was no need for the guards to know that the drags wouldn't burn anything until she told them to.



Chapter Twelve

"You fucking assholes!"
All heads swiveled back toward the sagging compound gates Audrey and the guards had just passed through. Between the the gates, silhouetted by burning fires, stood a man, swaying slightly as if the ground under him was trying to buck him off. His clothing was filthy and his long dreadlocks were matted into a rat's nest. Audrey would bet anything he was drunk.
The drunk lifted his right hand and Audrey's eyes widened at the sight of a gun. His hand was weaving around crazily as though the owner couldn't keep it steady.
Bull and the Rev had walked on ahead, so all eyes turned to Audrey. Waiting to see what she would do.
"Sir, put the gun down before you hurt someone." She knew her voice was authoritative. It was the same voice she used to scare the bejesus out of the Revelation villagers. But the man was either too drunk or too pissed off to care. 
"You killed my people. Now you're all gonna die!" And with that grandiose proclamation, he pulled the trigger.
Everyone flinched at the bang, and half the guards dropped whatever loot they were carrying and hit the ground. Still no one appeared injured. 
"My lady... "
Audrey glanced over at Carl. A huge red flower spread across the front of his jean cloak as he slumped to the ground. Okay, so someone was injured. 
She had no need to lean down to check Carl's pulse. She was close enough she heard the moment his heart stopped beating. Something she recognized as regret flooded her system. Carl hadn't been such a bad guy. He'd only been trying to survive, just like her. Still, she was much more worried about the women and children still alive back at the compound. She had to get the guards away from here fast if her plan was going to work.
One of the guards lifted his rifle to shoot the drunk man who had, apparently, run out of bullets after one. That, or he was too drunk to figure out how to pull the trigger again.
"Stop," she ordered.
The guard turned and gave her a baffled look. "My lady?"
"Don't you think he'd make an excellent sacrifice." It was a statement. Not a question.
A slow smile spread across the guard's face, followed by a nod and a chuckle. "Yes, my lady."
The big guard strode across the uneven ground toward the gates. In under a minute he had the drunk tied and gagged and had dragged him back to where Audrey stood waiting.
"Excellent. Now let's catch up to the Reverend, shall we?"
 ***
"Padre, wake up."
His head gave a vicious throb.
"Padre Pedro wake up right this minute or I will have some serious words with that God of yours."
He kept his eyes closed as another wave of pain hit, nearly causing him to upchuck his latest meal.
"Fine, then. I'll burn your damn Bible."
That did it. His eyes flew open and he grabbed the speaker's arm. "Don't you dare."
"Ha! Knew that would do it." It was Clara, the closest thing Sanctuary had to a doctor and one of the more cantankerous people he'd ever had the... pleasure of meeting.
"I thought everyone was dead." Pedro allowed Clara to help him sit up. The world swam in front of his eyes sending him into a case of the dry heaves. Oh, yes, he hadn't eaten in nearly twenty-four hours. Nothing to upchuck.
"Not everyone. Bastards," Clara snarled. "Sorry, Father."
He shook his head very gingerly. "No need. How many are dead?"
She swallowed. "About half the compound. Mostly the fighting men."
"Shit. Joey?" Will Turrow had been the first to fall, thanks to his bravery with that damn bow. His younger brother would no doubt be devastated.
Clara swallowed again before continuing. "He's okay. Just come off a shift and was dead asleep when it happened. Doesn't know about Will yet. Thought it was best until we figured out what to do next."
Pedro nodded. "Good thinking. What else?"
"They took most of our supplies. Idiots threw a grenade and ended up collapsing half the roof down there, so they didn't get it all. And, uh, they took Elan." Clara's tone spoke volumes about how little of a loss she thought that was.
Padre Pedro sighed. "Help me to my feet."
It took some doing since he was a foot taller and a good hundred pounds heavier, but between the two of them they managed to get him standing though the whole world swam in front of Pedro's eyes, making him want to puke. Several of the buildings were on fire, but the main entrance to the underground compound was untouched.
"How much food and water do we have left?"
Clara shrugged. "Like I said, they took most everything. There's maybe a day's worth of food left. The only water we got is the barrel I kept in the med bay, and what Elan had down at the still. We can get to the spring, but only if we want to dig out twenty feet of tunnel."
That would take days. Days they didn't have. Pedro rubbed a hand across his face. "The drags?"
"They've stopped attacking and they didn't hurt anybody," Clara sounded confused by the thought. "I've no doubt they'll be back, though. And soon. We need to get below now, Father." Clara tugged at his arm.
"No," he shook his head. "We do that and we're dead. Tell everyone to grab what they can and get up here. We're leaving. Now."
 ***
The trip back to Revelation was far different than the journey out had been. As they trudged across the dusty landscape, the guards celebrated. They were jubilant, slapping each other on the back, taking swigs from bottles of stolen home brew, and singing loud, raunchy songs as they waved their torches wildly in the air. Audrey actually recognized one as being the controversial creation of some rapper or another back when things were still normal.
She wondered vaguely why the Reverend would indulge his guards' penchant for drinking and carousing. But he seemed content to let them enjoy the moment. Maybe it was a reward for a job well done. Or maybe he was still in shock. 
"My lady, the Reverend has called a break." Bull approached her with deference, but she saw something in his eyes that gave her pause. Was he losing his fear of her? If so, that could make him dangerous.
"Very well." Despite the uneven ground and the long distance, Audrey was surprisingly full of energy. She probably could have run all the way back to the village without feeling the slightest fatigue.
She glanced over at the man they'd brought with them from Sanctuary. He looked practically wilted, his entire body soaked in sweat as he swayed on his feet with his hands bound. She wrinkled her nose. The exertion was bringing out the stench.
"Our prisoner looks like he could use some water, Bull."
Bull snorted. "So."
She arched an eyebrow. "If he dies, who will be our sacrifice? You? Your children?"
Bull swallowed back what was clearly an angry retort. With a brief nod he stormed off, barking orders to the other guards.
Satisfied that the prisoner was being cared for, Audrey turned toward the darkness. For years all she'd cared about was revenge, and now suddenly it was as if the human side of her was waking up. The human on human violence stirred disgust, but it also stirred something else: compassion. That was something she hadn't felt in a long time.
Shaking off the thought, she closed her eyes and sent her consciousness winging across the chill of the high desert. Aided only by starlight she searched the night for signs of life. 
Catching a flicker of movement from the corner of her minds' eye, she turned her attention north. There, hidden by darkness, a thin line of ant-like humans moved through the high desert away from their decimated home. She focused her vision on the leader, zooming in like a pair of binoculars. A slight smile curved her lips. So, the padre was as tough as she thought he was. 
Good. Now she needed to make sure that the Rev and his guards never came back to this place. The only thing that would keep these people safe was to make sure everyone thought they were dead and the best way to do that was to destroy everything. Mentally she gave the order and watched as half a dozen of her dragons hit the empty Sanctuary compound with blast after blast of drag fire. 
The guards gathered around cheering the destruction. Audrey ignored them, retaining her focus as dried up tomato pants caught fire, turning to ash in seconds. What little wood was left about the place fueled the flames. Intense heat melted metal, crumbled brick. The lash of tails brought down even the great fence around the compound.
Finally the central building collapsed, crashing to the ground. The impact must have taken out the supports to the tunnels underneath because the entire area crashed into the earth, leaving nothing but a huge gaping crater filled with rubble. 
The dragons wheeled in the sky shrieking with triumph. Audrey could feel their fierce joy in her very bones.
The drags caught wind of the escaping humans and began to give chase, but she ordered them back. Reluctantly they obeyed, but she could feel their anger, their hunger like it was her own.
No, she whispered on the wind. Let them go. Let them live their lives in peace. They have done nothing to harm us.
The dragons showed her images. Images of other drags dying at the hands of the people of Sanctuary. And especially at the hands of one in particular: a woman with dark blond hair dressed in a patchwork cloak, a bow in her hand. Even the way she held herself screamed of danger.
Ah, but you attacked them first, Audrey spoke with her mind to the dragons, ignoring the celebrating guards. You cannot blame them for defending themselves. It was, after all, the law of nature. 
Rage. Fear. Control. The drags showed her more images. Images of them being forced to attack, sometimes even in broad daylight. Flying until their eyes were blinded by the sun and their skin began to boil.
Audrey's expression hardened, rage burning through her veins at the reminder of what had been done to them. Done to her. While her human side may ache for the people of Sanctuary, the Marines were another matter entirely.
I know who did that to you, she whispered to her friends. And believe me, they will pay. I will call you when it is time.
The joy of the dragons was palpable. 



Chapter Thirteen

"Albie! Albie!" Jinx crashed through the door of the bar sending every head swiveling his way. 
Albie watched as a flush spread across the kid's cheeks. Clearly he was uncomfortable with all eyes latched onto him. He was a damn good lookout, though, for all he was barely fourteen.
"What is it, child?" Albie spoke up, as the young man approached. Her gnarled old fingers nimbly stuffed a rag into a bottle of home brew before dripping wax over the hole to seal it. It was the strongest stuff they had. 
Even though Rain had the flash bang, Albie had insisted it wasn't enough. They needed extra insurance. Just in case. Surprisingly, Sutter had agreed. So, the two Trackers had taken Fossil's supply of cocktails, Molotov style, along with them. Albie was just topping up the supplies.
"People, Albie. People's comin'." Jinx bent over trying to catch his breath. 
Albie eyed him. "Not Marines."
"No ma'am." Jinx shook his head of shaggy blond hair. "They's people like us. Regular people. I think they been travelling in the dark 'cause we didn't see them 'til they were dead on top us."
Albie exchanged glances with Hank across the bar. Because of the flat, open land around Fossil, walkers could be spotted at least an hour before they arrived. Clearly whoever was in charge of these strangers had figured that out.
"Well," Albie rubbed her hands on the thighs of her worn jeans, "I guess we should go have a look."
With a nod, Jinx led the way out of the bar. Albie followed close behind him down the broken pavement that had once been the main street of the town of Fossil. In any other town, the street would have disappeared altogether under a layer of topsoil and weeds, but the frequent use of the streets by the Marines had kept the weeds down some over the years and the Fossilites marginally maintained it. It was a fine line between ensuring the road was useable, and cleaning it up too much and alerting the Marines. The town had stayed alive this long only by flying under the radar.
Jinx led them to the south side of town. A couple of rusted out cars with rotted tires had been "deserted" quite cleverly across the entrance into town. It looked like an accident, as though they'd been sitting there twenty-five years leaving just enough space between them for a humvee to get through. Luck, some might say.
But those cars were angled just right for sharpshooters to take cover and pick off an invading force. They created just enough of a bottleneck to slow down a large group. Luck had nothing to do with it.
"There." Jinx pointed further down the road.
Albie didn't need to follow his finger. Thanks to the nearly full moon, she could make out the approaching group just fine. From her count there were nineteen men, women, and children travelling with nothing but the clothes on their backs. As they moved nearer she could see that leading them was the tall, broad-shouldered figure of a man dressed in the robes of a priest.
"Now don't that just beat everything." 
Jinx glanced at her. "You know 'em?"
"Nope. But I think I might know who does." 
Albie stepped out between the old cars and waited for the approaching group as they moved toward town over the cracked pavement, dodging chunks of broken brick and clumps of dried up weeds. The large man lifted his hands above his head. "We come in peace."
"Well, come on then. I ain't got all night."
A smile twitched at the man's lips as he stopped in front of her. "Yes, ma'am."
"Let me guess. You're from Sanctuary."
He held out a massive hand. "Father Pedro. Though most call me Padre."
Albie gave his hand a firm shake. "Albie. Welcome to Fossil. Rain's told me a whole lot about you folks." She frowned as she eyed the ragtag bunch. "Tell me, what are you doing here in the middle of the night?"
The padre's expression grew solemn. Whatever it was, it was bad. "You know what," she said before he could speak, "we'll talk about it later. Right now it looks like you and your people could use a stiff drink. Maybe something to eat. You're welcome here as long as you want to stay." She waved for them to follow her.
The Padre was still staring. "You said you know Rain? Is she here?"
"She's on a mission," Albie said, heading back to the bar. "She'll be glad to see you, though."
Padre sighed. "I'm not so sure about that."
 ***
"What shall we do with him, Reverend?" Bull stared with distaste at the scruffy man slumped on the ground at his feet. 
Frankly, Bull had no room to judge, as far as Audrey was concerned. He was just as scraggly as his prisoner, although not quite as... fragrant.
"Put him where we usually keep the prisoners, of course." The Reverend had seemed to snap out of whatever state of shock he'd been in before reaching the safety of Revelation, and he was back to his own surly self.
"Sir," Bull 's voice was hesitant, "the Scion lives there now."
The Rev heaved a sigh. "Fine. Throw him in the storeroom. That ought to keep him. Now give me peace. I have some praying to do." With that he strode off toward the church. Audrey may have taken up residence in the sanctuary, but the back room was still the Rev's domain.
Keeping her voice low, Audrey spoke to the young guard assigned to her. "Do you always keep prisoners in the church?"
The guard shrugged and scuffed his boot against one of the flagstones of the square. "Usually don't get many prisoners. It's always kinda a big deal when we do."
She raised an eyebrow. "Then who do you sacrifice if not prisoners?"
"Well," he scratched his head. Audrey could almost envision fleas running for cover. "If we can't find no foreign prisoners to sacrifice, then it's gotta be one of us."
"You feed your own people to the dragons?" As if human sacrifice weren't bad enough, they'd turn on their own townspeople. A dragon would never do such a thing. To betray one's own was... well, shocking. Audrey couldn't quite grasp such a hideous concept.
The guard straightened his spine and lifted his chin. "It's an honor, my lady, to give your life for the good of your people." He sounded like he was quoting something. Probably from that idiot, the Reverend. Audrey was beginning to suspect that the Reverend had invented this whole sacrifice thing to save his own skin.
"So, you would be happy to give your life, then."
The young man swallowed. Clearly it had never occurred to him that he might be chosen. "If I had to. Though it would sadden my family to lose me, and the village would be down a guard. Fortunately, we have that one to offer." He nodded toward the prisoner who was being dragged off by the massive Bull.
Audrey supposed that explained why everyone had been so thrilled to see her when she first arrived. Feeding her to the dragons meant one less of their own had to die. 
"Show some respect. He's giving his life for yours," she snapped, suddenly furious at the guard. At the entire village, for that matter. 
The man had the grace to look ashamed. "Yes, my lady."
"Where have they put him?"
"There's a small room below the church... ah... throne room, my lady. The Reverend uses it to store sacraments for the church. Ain't got no windows, and only one door."
"Perfect. I wish to visit him later. First, I need a bath."
"Uh, my lady?"
She turned around. "Yes?"
"We're only allowed to bathe once a week."
She gave him a look that would have melted a lesser man on the spot. "Excuse me?" It was just short of a snarl.
"It's the law. Reverend says... " he trailed off at the expression on her face. "Uh, never mind, my lady. Enjoy your bath."
The smile that crossed Audrey's face was anything but pleasant. "Thank you." She swept across the town square toward the bath house leaving scrambling villagers to bow in her wake.
 ***
"I'd like to say I don't believe you, but unfortunately, I know it's possible." Albie sighed as she finished sealing the last Molotov cocktail.
Padre Pedro looked surprised. "You do?"
"Sure," she said carefully placing each bottle into its own nest inside a wooden crate. "Rain's friend Sutter can do it. Not quite on the same level, but he can control the drags somewhat. Wouldn't surprise me if Barnes managed to find a way to improve on his creation. Or, who knows, maybe the woman you saw was a mistake and Sutter was the fix."
Padre stared at her, his mouth open. "I'm sorry, what? Sutter's alive? How?"
She smiled. "Yeah, he is. It's a long story. Some kind of crazy science experiment. But he's helped us out a lot with our little Marine problem. That's why he and Rain went to go free Micah. We need him for our final plan."
Padre grabbed her arm. "We have to stop them. This is too dangerous."
"Life is too dangerous, Padre. If we're to have a fighting chance we need Micah Caine." She hefted the crate and hauled it toward the back room.
"Why? Why do we need him?" Pedro trailed behind her. "It looks like you all have been doing just fine here."
She turned around and looked him straight in the face. "Yeah, Padre, we're doing okay, but we'd have never gotten even this far without Micah and Rain and Sutter. Besides, as far as I'm concerned okay isn't good enough. The human race is never going to recover with people like the Marines running around doing whatever they want. We will never be truly safe until we bring them down. For good."
Pedro's expression sobered. "Perhaps you are right, but I think this is a fool's errand. I wish you hadn't let them go."
"Well, I guess it's like my daddy used to read from the Good Book. Sometimes you need a fool to go where angels fear."



Chapter Fourteen

"So, how are you liking our little village so far?" the Rev asked, handing Audrey a glass of something that reeked like paint thinner. He sat in the chair opposite her, crossing one leg over the other with a dramatic flair. 
"It's fine," Audrey said, placing the cup on the small table next to her own chair. No way she was drinking that stuff. "Everyone has been very welcoming." A slight exaggeration.
"Good. Good." The Rev leaned back, sipping at his drink.
They were in the small room behind the main sanctuary of the church, the place the Reverend supposedly went to pray. Audrey had a feeling praying was the last thing that went on back here, judging from the collection of wine bottles and the plush couch.
"Now, Scion, we really need to talk about your behavior at the raid." The Rev's eyes narrowed. "It seems to me that you weren't quite... with us. Hmmm?"
Audrey had a feeling that her very survival hinged upon what she said next. Sure, she could snap the Rev's neck in two, but taking on the entire village of armed guards was another matter. So, she smiled. "Reverend, I assure you... "
"Reverend!" One of the guards burst through the door causing the Rev to slosh his drink over his robe.
"What is it?" he snarled, uncoiling from the chair like a cobra.
The man stopped in the middle of the room, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. His skin turned ghostly white as he stared at the Rev. "Sir, I'm sorry, sir. I ahhhh... "
The Rev shot the man a glare which actually made him whimper. "Do not make me repeat myself."
"Um, there's something wrong with the prisoner."
"Then why don't you tell the healer?"
He shrugged helplessly. "I'm sorry, sir. I did. She doesn't know what's wrong. We've never seen anything like it."
Seeing as neither the guard nor the healer was a day over twenty years old, that was no real surprise to Audrey. From what she could tell, the healer knew as much about medicine as Audrey did about marine biology. Which wasn't much.
"Very well. Take me to him."
"But what if he's contagious?" The guard looked horrified.
"The gods will protect us. Now lead the way." 
With a nod the guard turned and hurried outside with the Rev close behind. Audrey followed them out and around the side of the building to where the ground began to sheer away. Steps had been carved into packed earth leading down the side of the old church to a door set in the stone wall.
The door was standing wide open and the room inside was lit with lanterns. A second guard hovered near the door while the healer bent over the man on the cot. 
Audrey stepped closer. Her heightened sense of smell picked up the stench of unwashed flesh and too much booze. Under that, she smelled the sickly sweet stink of sickness. 
Moving next to the cot, the Rev inspected their prisoner. From near the door, Audrey could see the man's matted dreads were soaked with sweat. His entire body shook as though in the grips of a terrible fever. He was muttering something that sounded like words, but they made no sense.
"I have never seen an illness like this before, Reverend." The healer sounded panicked. Her hands shook as she dug around in her bag as though she would somehow miraculously find a cure.
Audrey had no idea what kind of medicine the girl thought she was practicing. She didn't use any kind of herbs or other plant material for their medicinal properties, nor did she seem to have any knowledge of such things. She didn't practice any sort of alternative medicines either, as far as Audrey could tell. She simply delivered babies, set the odd broken bone, and stitched up cuts. That was about it. 
"He is gravely ill," the Rev declared. "Only the gods can heal him now."
"But the sacrifice," one of the guards spoke up.
The Rev's eyes narrowed. Audrey could practically see the wheels turning. "It is up to the gods to decide if they will take him now, or at the time of sacrifice. It is not our place to question." With that the Rev whirled and stalked out the door, leaving the healer and the guards gaping in his wake.
Audrey hurried after him. "The prisoner is not sick."
The Rev glanced back at her. "Excuse me?"
"I have seen this before." On TV, which probably didn't count, but Audrey had read about it in books, too. Before the world went to hell she had read about a lot of things. "You know as well as I do that he's going through withdrawal. He's an addict."
A muscle flexed in the Rev's jaw. "I don't care what he is. He is nothing more than a sacrifice."
"Then don't you think it'd be smart to save his ass?" Audrey snapped, at the end of her patience. "What happens when the drags come and you've got nothing to give them, Preacher Man?"
The Rev didn't react to her question with the horror or surprise she expected. Something niggled at the back of her mind. Definitely something fishy in Denmark.
"Listen, Reverend," Audrey softened her voice, coaxing him. "Don't you think it would be a good idea if I saved the prisoner? No one has to know. You can tell them I'm praying. And if he survives you can say the gods did it. Imagine the power of such a sacrifice."
It was like a light bulb went on above the Rev's head. "Oh, my, you are a clever one, aren't you?" The Rev's smile, the cold calculation in his eyes, made her skin crawl. "Very well. He's all yours."
With a nod, Audrey wheeled around and headed back into the building, eyes glowing so brightly they turned the small room a golden hue. "Get out," she snarled. Beneath her own voice was the growl of something else. Something not at all human. "Get out, all of you."
They got out.
 ***
Rain waited around the corner of an outbuilding not far from the old hospital. From the outside it didn't look like much; just a pile of crumbling red brick and busted out windows, the fancy sign out front rusted away. Frankly, it looked deserted.
Patiently she waited for Sutter's signal. She didn't have to wait long.
The explosion rocked the ground under her feet, causing a few shingles to slide off the roof and sending up a cloud of red dust around the hospital. She kept her head down as another explosion and another blasted through the hospital grounds.
Peering from behind her hide-out, she watched as a handful of Marines poured out of the old building, armed to the teeth. Even from a distance she could hear their shouts followed by the sporadic burst of gunfire. Sutter was doing a great job drawing them out, making them think they were being attacked by a decent sized group instead of a single guy.
The minute they were out of sight, Rain was up and headed across the hospital grounds at a dead run, dried up weeds catching at her pant legs as she went. The entrance was a few hundred feet away. She could make it.
She was almost to the front door when something heavy hit her in the back, sending her sprawling face-first into a clump of sage. Her cheeks stung with scrapes from the dry plants.
What the hell?
Rolling over, Rain's eyes widened as she spotted her attacker. A huge Marine loomed over her, his arm raised to strike. She could just make out the carbonized blade slightly darker than the night around her. Shit. They must have missed one of the sentries.
Rain rolled to the side just in time for the Marine to bury his knife in the ground where her chest had been. He swore a blue streak and yanked the blade out of the sandy earth.
Rolling back, Rain brought her knees up then kicked out with all her strength, catching the Marine in the stomach. He grunted as she drove the wind out of him.
Unfortunately that didn't stop him for long. As Rain scrambled to her feet, the Marine grabbed her by one leg yanking her feet out from under her. Her butt hit the ground hard as the Marine hauled her toward him. She didn't even see the punch he threw until his fist around the knife handle crashed into the side of her face.
Stars danced in front of Rain's eyes, blackness creeping over her vision. She felt herself fall back onto the cold ground, eyes staring up at the night sky, face throbbing in pain.
I will not pass out. I will not pass out.
Rain fought through the haze threatening to take her under, pushing it back with sheer willpower. Sliding her hand under the small of her back, her fingers touched the cold metal of one of her throwing knives. A handy little hobby she had taken up at the insistence of one Micah Caine.
As the Marine raised his arm to strike with the knife this time, Rain thrust her own blade into his armpit, severing nerves and arteries. He stared down at her as she ripped the knife back out, his eyes wide as his own blade fell from fingers gone numb. He'd bleed out in minutes, but that wasn't fast enough.
Rain thrust again, this time sliding her blade between his ribs and into his lung. Warm blood splashed over her as the Marine collapsed to the ground, gasping for air. 
There was no time to waste. Jumping to her feet, Rain took off for the hospital, dodging stunted sagebrush and random chunks of broken concrete that had once formed a path to the door.
Rain darted up the front steps and plastered herself against the brick wall next to the main door. Hunkering down, she edged up to the entrance and leaned over just far enough to glance in. She saw nothing but darkness. Everything was quiet and still.
Slipping through the door, she hunkered down and let her eyes adjust to the dimness. Her face still throbbed and she still felt a little dizzy. Once she'd caught her breath and her eyes had adjusted, Rain headed across the foyer to a plaque on the wall. She could just make out the letters.
"Ready?" Sutter appeared beside her so suddenly Rain almost let out a girly shriek.
"As I'll ever be."
"What the hell happened to you? Are you injured?"
She glanced down at herself, remembering Sutter could see in the dark. No doubt she looked a fright. "I'm fine. It's not my blood. Everything rigged?"
"Yep."
The plan had been to rig a few explosives to go off every few minutes. It would keep the Marines away from the hospital searching for attackers that weren't there.
"Good. Psychiatric is that way." Rain pointed toward a set of stairs leading down.
"Grab onto my belt. We'll go faster if you let me lead."
She nodded, knowing his more-than-human eyes could see as clearly in the dark as she could see in the day. "Okay," she said, curling her fingers around the worn leather. "Here goes nothing."
They stepped onto the stairs and down into the darkness.



Chapter Fifteen

Rain peered around the wall at the bottom of the stairs. The faint glow of a lantern illuminated the narrow hallway up ahead. Clearly the Marines hadn't bothered with electricity in this place. 
A single guard stood watch below, rifle at the ready. Barnes may have considered some of his experiments failures, but he must still want them alive or he wouldn't have posted guards.
"So, what do you think?" Rain whispered to Sutter. "I can't see any way to get down that hallway without him shooting our heads off, can you?"
"No." There was something in Sutter's voice that made her turn her head.
"I hear a 'but' in there."
"Hospitals usually had multiple staircases going to each floor."
Rain shook her head. "No time. The other Marines will be back soon."
"Yes. That's the 'but.' We need a distraction."
Rain eyed the guard. "Grenade?"
Sutter shook his head. "We don't know how close the prisoners are. We don't want to risk killing them."
"I've got just the thing." 
Digging into her pack, she pulled out Albie's flash bang. "Close your eyes, cover your ears, and get ready to run." Yanking out the pin, she tossed the grenade toward the guard. 
Even through her closed eyelids Rain could see the pulsing flash. And while her ears may have been protected from the percussive thuds, her whole body felt each thump from the grenade. 
The moment the flash passed, Sutter took off running, Rain right behind him. He was moving so fast his body was practically a blur as he headed straight for the guard who was on his knees, hands over his ears moaning in pain.
With a few quick motions, Sutter had the guard tied up and gagged.
"Why didn't you just kill him?" 
"Might need him later." Sutter shrugged.
"Makes sense." 
Rain stooped down and rummaged through the man's pockets, liberating the extra magazine for his rifle. Stuffing it in her own pocket, she grabbed his gun and slung it on her back as she stood.
"Now what?" All Rain could see were crumbled bits of ceiling tile littering the floor and thick, draping cobwebs coated in dust. Beyond that: darkness.
Stepping around the prone Marine, Sutter peered down the hall. "This way."
 ***
The candles had burned down to nubs and Audrey was dozing in her chair when a godawful shriek startled her awake. Heart hammering in her chest she quickly checked her patient who was thrashing around, mumbling unintelligibly. 
"Shit. You just had to go and get delirium tremens, didn't you?" At least that's what she assumed they were. They were another thing she'd read about in books, and the description fit. Even worse she knew the prognosis was grim. Without medical attention, real medical attention, he could die. She had only one option: hair of the dog.
Audrey had no idea why she cared about a man who was only going to be fed to the drags anyway. Actually, she shouldn't let herself care about any human if she were honest. All they ever did was try to destroy each other. But she couldn't seem to help herself.
The prisoner started screaming again so Audrey grabbed the bottle of home brew she'd liberated from the Rev's room. She poured a small amount into an old chipped mug that said "I Love Men in Uniform" in faded black letters. It was hard to tell, but she was pretty sure the pictured men were superheroes from old comic books.
Careful of her extra-human strength, Audrey pinned the prisoner down as gently as she could and held the cup to his chapped lips. Clearly his sense of smell was still working because he eagerly swallowed the alcohol.
"Easy. Don't drink too fast." Last thing she needed was him puking the stuff all over her.
The small amount of alcohol in the home brew seemed to calm him some. He curled into a shivering ball, still muttering to himself, but at least he'd stopped thrashing and screaming. 
Audrey replaced the used candles with new ones and settled back into her chair. She had no idea how long it was going to take for him to detox, but she was determined to see it through. Again, she had no idea why she even cared. She told herself she didn't really, but she knew it for the lie it was.
She guessed something human remained after all.



Chapter Sixteen

"Can you sense him?" 
Sutter closed his eyes a moment. "Yes. Faintly. He's here."
"Good." Rain breathed a sigh of relief. "Can you follow that right to him?"
Sutter gave her a look. "I'm not a dog. It's not like following a scent trail."
"What is it like, then?" Rain snapped. The blackness, the dank air, the constant worry the guards would return; it was all getting to her. She could feel her nerves fraying.
He shrugged. "It's a mental thing. Like when you know someone is watching you, but you can't see where they are. I know he's here and he's close, but that's all."
She mulled that over for a minute. "Think he can sense you, too?"
"Probably."
"So, why not send him a message?"
"It's not telepathy, Rain. It doesn't work like that." Sutter wrapped his hand around her upper arm, stopping her. "Stairs. Looks like we're going down."
"Got it." Rain trailed her hand along the wall as she followed Sutter further into the depths of the hospital. The air was thick and damp, which was unusual for the area, and she could feel the old paint peeling off under her fingers. "I was just thinking that if you two are connected on some... I don't know, psychic level, maybe you can communicate somehow. Try sending him a mental image."
"Like with the drags?" Sutter sounded baffled.
"Padre told me one time that in the Before, some people believed animals communicated telepathically through images. You and Micah have dragon DNA, so maybe you can, too."
He stared at her. "You realize how insane that sounds."
"Yes, I do. Of course, some might say huge genetically modified guys with glowing green eyes running around carrying diamond edged swords sounds insane, too," Rain flashed him a grin, barely holding back a giggle. "But you can do it with the drags, so why not. Send him an image of our location."
Sutter shrugged, pausing on the stairway. "Guess it wouldn't hurt." He was silent a moment and then said, "Done. Now what?"
"We wait for an answer."
 ***
"Who the hell are you? And where the hell am I?"
The prisoner's voice was rough and raw. Not surprising after what he'd been through. She supposed she should give him a name so he'd give her his.
"Audrey. Revelation. You?"
He frowned as he struggled to sit up. "Elan Nielsen. What kind of name is Audrey Revelation?"
Elan. What an unusual name. She was pretty sure it was Hebrew. It was kind of nice, actually. Musical. 
She shook her head at the silly thought. "No, my name is Audrey. You're in the village of Revelation." 
He gave up on the sitting and just stared at her from the cot. "Those crazy-ass fucks who feed people to the drags?"
"Yes."
Elan stared at her some more, his face half hidden by those filthy dreads, dark skin a little gray under the dirt. Obviously he was still suffering the effects of the detox.
"Lemme guess. I'm the next meal."
She didn't respond. There wasn't much point.
"You seem normal. What are you doing here?" His words were starting to slur a bit as he slipped out of lucidity and into whatever dark hole he was currently enjoying. 
"Oh," Audrey said softly, though she wasn't sure he could hear her, "I am anything but normal."



Chapter Seventeen

Micah was trying desperately to ignore the spring digging into his back. It was useless.
Jumping up from the cot that was far too small to hold his large frame, he began pacing the narrow confines of his new home. Dungeon. Prison cell. Whatever.
When he'd first woken from whatever drug-induced sleep they'd put him in, he'd found himself locked up in this dark hole. It hadn't held him for long and once he'd escaped, he'd known exactly where he was: the old hospital several miles north of the base. 
Unfortunately the drugs had still been raging through his system and the guards had caught him. This time they'd been a lot more careful. He didn't know what they'd done to the door, but he'd nearly broken his fist trying to bust it down.
Micah had lost track of the days in this hell hole. This far underground he had little connection to the drags. Even worse, he'd lost her scent - the woman in his mind - and Micah's memory of her was fading behind whatever wall Barnes had built in his brain.
He'd had tried sketching her face on the concrete wall of his cell using a bit of reddish stone he'd found lodged in his boot, but it hadn't worked. He wasn't much of an artist anyway.
His stomach growled and he wondered vaguely how long it had been since his last meal. His captors hadn't fed him since his aborted escape. Whenever that had been.
Without warning, an image flashed through his mind. Two people in a dark hallway lined with rusted metal doors. 
He didn't recognize the huge man with the dusky skin and shaved head. The woman, on the other hand, he knew very well. Her face had haunted his dreams lately. It was the woman with the dark-blond hair and the fierce blue eyes.
Micah wasn't sure where the image had come from. It wasn't a memory. It wasn't imagination. It was almost like... like someone had thrust the image into his brain.
He closed his eyes and focused, reaching out his mind like he'd been taught to do when controlling the drags. His eyes flew open in surprise. There was another Dragon Lord nearby.
Gathering his concentration again, Micah focused on sending an image of himself inside his prison cell. He wasn't sure if it would do any good, but all he could do was try.
Then he sat down and waited.
 ***
"Anything?" Rain asked.
"It's there but it's muddled. He keeps showing me the inside of a room, a kind of holding cell, but I don't know where it is." Sutter frowned. 
Rain blew out a breath in frustration. There was only one other option. "Okay, I guess it's Plan B."
"We have a Plan B?"
"Sure. We always have a Plan B," Rain said, a slight smile curving her lips. This would be interesting.
"Uh huh." Sutter's expression was doubtful.
"Oh, ye of little faith."
"Now you sound like Padre."
Rain glanced over at Sutter, surprised by the statement. "You remember Padre Pedro?" She was never sure what memories remained after Barnes had messed around in Sutter's head.
"A little. Cyan's been helping me remember." Rain could have sworn she saw a slight flush spread through his cheeks. "Now," he quickly changed the subject, "what's Plan B?"
"We need to find someone who knows this place."
Sutter glanced back down the hallway to where they'd left the Marine tied up and unconscious. "Told you we might need him."
"Rub it in, why don't you?"
They hurried back up the corridor to the spot where the Marine still lay bound and gagged. He was awake, his dark eyes glaring at them as they stepped into the light from his lantern.
Rain laid her bare blade against his throat. She felt his whole body go still. "Listen very carefully," she said, her voice low. "I'm going to take off your gag. You're not going to scream or struggle. You're going to answer our questions and you're going to be very cooperative. Otherwise you'll be drag meat. Savvy?"
The Marine nodded ever so slightly, careful of the sharp edge of her knife pressed to his throat. Hooking her finger around the edge of the gag, Rain slipped it out of his mouth. 
"What are you doing here, Marine?" she asked softly in his ear. "Why aren't you out chasing hostiles with the rest of the assholes?"
The Marine cleared his throat. "Sentry duty, ma'am. We never leave this place unguarded."
It made sense. Especially with the kind of prisoners they were keeping down here.
"I'm looking for the Dragon Lord called Micah Caine. You know him?"
"Ah, yeah. He went batshit and they locked him up."
"Batshit how?"
"I'm not really sure, ma'am." the Marine's tone was apologetic. "All I know is the lieutenant knocked him out and locked him up. Said nobody was to go near him."
"My friend here is going to untie you and you're going to take us to him. No tricks or you're dead. Got it?"
"Yes, ma'am."
Rain nodded to Sutter who made quick work of the Marine's bonds before hauling him to his feet. Rain kept her knife right at his throat. One wrong move and it would slice through skin and muscle like butter. He'd be dead in seconds.
As the Marine turned toward Sutter, his eyes widened. "Holy shit."
"Like I said," Rain repeated. "Make the wrong move and you're dead."
"Oh, I believe you." The Marine was hardly more than a kid. Maybe a year or two older than Jinx. He'd never known a time without drags, without the struggle to survive. He should be home with his family, not raiding compounds or guarding Barnes's freaks.
Rain shut down the part of her that wanted to feel sorry for the kid. She couldn't afford to feel sympathy for him. Sympathy was a weakness, and weakness could get you dead, especially where the Marines were concerned. Instead she motioned him down the hall. 
"Lead the way."



Chapter Eighteen

Audrey woke with a start and glanced over at her patient who was thrashing around on his cot, lost in another nightmare. His mumbling was getting louder. She could actually make out the occasional phrase.
"Megan, no! Come back. No." More unintelligible mumbling. "Promise... Rain... promise." Then more thrashing.
Audrey quickly filled another cup with home brew and brought it to the bed. Elan must have been able to smell it, because he calmed down enough for her to get a few sips down his throat. The minute the booze hit his system, his entire body relaxed. 
Audrey watched him sleep for awhile. She had no idea why this man fascinated her so. He was soaked in sweat and stunk to high heaven. He looked like he hadn't touched a razor in years. And yet she couldn't take her eyes off him.
"Get a grip," she told herself out loud, as if it would somehow sink in better. She shook her head. She must be losing her mind.
"I'm going to take a bath now. I'll be back. Try not to die." 
She felt like a damned idiot speaking to someone who was practically comatose. Still he gave a sigh as if to say he'd heard her, and he'd be waiting.
Audrey practically ran up the stairs and outside. She had to stop this nonsense. She had a mission and weak, human sentiment wasn't going to accomplish anything.
After a quick bath, she decided a walk would do her good. Somewhere the Rev wouldn't catch her and villagers wouldn't follow her, bowing and scraping. She needed to get away to think, to be.
The women's bath house stood at the very edge of the village. Rounding the side of the building Audrey found herself lost among the low storage sheds backed up against the walls of the mine. Overhead, the stars spread out across the night sky, beckoning her on.
She searched along the wall until she found the only spot along the wall which was completely hidden from view of anyone in the village who might happen to look. It also appeared to have enough protrusions along the surface to make climbing possible.
The climb to the top of the canyon was even easier than she'd imagined. Each nook and cranny along the surface of the wall seemed perfectly placed for climbing. Audrey found her suspicions roused.
She finally reached the top only to be confronted by the most astonishing thing: the bones of a dragon gleaming whitely in the starlight. With a shake of her head, she scrambled up and over the top onto the plateau surrounding the village. A quick glance showed her the remains of not just one dragon, but dozens. Bones littered the rim of the canyon. 
There was no way a dragon would ever fly into the village surrounded by the carcasses of its own kind. No freaking way.
Set back a short way from the edge of the cliff was what looked to be a cave. Except this one was clearly man-made from a pile of stones and other rubbish. "What the hell?" she murmured.
Something brushed at the edge of her mind. A dragon wheeling high above in the night sky. Without hesitation she latched onto it, asking it the question utmost on her mind. Why would the dragons fly through their dead to attack the village?
The answer was not what she expected.
 ***
The young Marine led Rain and Sutter deep into the basement of the hospital, past empty rooms and locked doors, and down several flights of stairs. Rain kept her Tracking-honed senses sharp, mapping their direction in her mind so she could find the way back.
They didn't run into anyone else. The building seemed deserted. 
"Where is everyone?" she asked the Marine.
"Out searching for the attackers, no doubt."
"You're the only one they left to guard the place?" She was extremely doubtful.
He shrugged. "It's not like anyone ever comes here. They pretty much throw people in cells and leave them to rot."
Interesting.
The Marine stopped in front of an unlit corridor. "We're here."
Rain peered down the hall. She could just make out the faint outline of several doors lining the corridor. "Which room?"
"I'm not sure. All I know is this is where they keep them."
"Them?"
The Marine glanced back, his eyes going from her, to Sutter, and back again. "The experiments."
"You mean Dragon Lords."
He shrugged. "Those. And... others."
"What others."
He shook his head. "Trust me. You don't want to know. Hell, I don't want to know. All I know is sometimes things go... wrong. And this is where they put them. I'd be really careful you don't open the wrong door."
"Thanks. You've been helpful." Rain's voice was dry as dust. She frowned as a thought occurred. "Why have you been so helpful?"
The Marine turned to face her, his expression deadly serious. "Not all of us want this. Not all of us like what we've become."
It was the first time she'd heard a Marine express any doubt about their "mission." The brainwashing took care of that. Did that mean that the conditioning didn't work for everyone? Or that it only lasted so long?
"Are you the only one that feels that way?"
He paused, as though not sure he could trust her, scrubbing a hand over the reddish stubble that passed for a hair style. "There are a few. Very few. Not enough to stop the rest." He seemed to want to say more, but he kept his mouth shut. Still, Rain had a good idea what he was thinking.
"You want to leave."
The young man didn't answer, just turned his head to stare down the darkened hall. But Rain knew she was right. 
"I'll help you."
"Rain." Sutter's voice held an edge of warning, which she ignored.
"I mean it. You guys who want out, I can help."
The Marine shook his head. "No, you can't. There are... reasons."
"The meds." Thanks to Ben, she and Albie had discovered the Marines weren't just brainwashed. They were also addicted to some kind of drug which kept them under control, and dependent on Barnes and his cronies.
The Marine's head jerked up, eyes wide. "How'd you know about that?"
Rain smiled. "I've got ways."
"Rain," Sutter interrupted again, leaning down to speak softly in her ear. "We don't know if we can trust him. This could be a trick."
"I know," she whispered back. "But sometimes you've got to take a chance. Besides, I won't tell him anything important."
Turning back to the Marine she said, "If you ever change your mind, just walk away. Head West. Somebody will help you."
He nodded. "I can't see it happening, but thanks."
"We're going to have to knock you out." Rain couldn't help but feel kind of bad about that now.
"I know. Just make it look good."
Sutter's punch was so fast even Rain didn't see it coming. The kid's eyes rolled back in his head as he crumpled to the floor, a giant bruise blossoming on his jaw.
"Holy, shit, Sutter."
"He said to make it look good."
Rain rolled her eyes at him. "Yeah, yeah. And you enjoyed every minute of it. Now, let's go find Micah."
They moved down the corridor, each taking a side. The doors were all locked, but fortunately they had narrow little windows. Rained peered through the first window. Not that she could see much. The rooms beyond were just as dark as the hallway.
"Can you see into the rooms?" she asked Sutter.
"Of course. My night vision is far superior to humans."
Ask a stupid question. "You're going to have to check this side, too, because I can't see a damn thing... " Rain's voice trailed off as a face appeared in the window, brown eyes staring at her. Horror turned her stomach to jelly. "Oh, holy gods."
"What?" Sutter rushed to her side. His face remained impassive, but a muscle ticked in his jaw. "One of Barnes's experiments."
"Yeah, I got that." Rain felt like puking. 
The face was so beyond human. So hideous and... wrong. Rain had never seen anything like it. It was as though someone had taken a drag and a human and tried squishing them together, but all the parts had gotten mixed up. 
"He's in pain." Sutter's voice was grim. Well, grimmer than usual.
Rain didn't need to be a Dragon Lord to know he was right. She might not be able to sense the... creature's emotions, but she could see the horror in those eyes. "What can we do?"
"Only one thing to do." 
Using the hilt of his sword, Sutter smashed out the lock. A swift kick and the door flew open.
The creature stood there, unmoving, staring out at them through such human eyes. The rest of it... not really human at all. One scaled claw twisted to the right. A hand covered in rough greenish skin clutched at ragged clothing. There were lumps and bumps and limbs in places there shouldn't have been.
As Sutter approached, it bowed its mostly bald head, a few long blond strands falling into its face. His face, Rain reminded herself. This had once been a person. And somewhere inside there still was a person. A tortured person in so much pain, life had become a misery.
Sutter raised his diamond-edged blade and with one swift stroke, severed the man's head from his body. The head rolled across the floor, coming to rest against Rain's boot. This time she did throw up. Falling to her knees, she didn't stop until there was nothing left but dry heaves.
When the spasms finally passed, Sutter helped her to her feet. "We did the right thing, Rain. The pain he was suffering," he shook his head. "No human should ever face that. He was ready."
"I know." But Rain couldn't keep the tears from falling. Gods, she hated that asshat Barnes, and his cronies. "I'm going to make them pay, Sut."
"You and me both, kid." He took her hand and gently led her from the room and its carnage. 
They moved down the hall hand-in-hand, tears still blurring Rain's vision. A few doors down they stopped in front of several concrete barriers like the kind she sometimes saw along the old highways. Only these were stacked one on top the other from floor to ceiling. Rain glanced up at Sutter, confused.
"He's here. Micah Caine."
Her eyes widened. "Behind the barrier?"
"Looks that way."
"Let's get him the hell out of this place."
Sutter eyed the stacks of concrete. "Sure. No problem." There may have been just a hint of sarcasm in his voice.
Bracing himself, Sutter heaved the first barrier off the stack with a grunt. It crashed to the floor, cracking into several pieces and sending up a cloud of concrete dust. A bit more grunting and the second one came down. Then he was shoving away the final barrier.
Steel bars had been bolted across the door and frame and the hinges had been reinforced. With a bit more grunting and a few choice cuss words, Sutter ripped the bars off, but stopped at the hinges. "Don't think I can break those with just my sword."
Rain pulled a small object out of her backpack and held it up. "This ought to take care of the hinges. Just tell him to get out of the way."
Sutter quickly nodded and closed his eyes for a minute. "Okay, go."
Rain pulled the pin and dropped the grenade right next to the hinge side of the door. Sutter yanked her back practically shoving her to the floor, protecting her with his own body seconds before the blast.
"Sut, you okay?" She coughed on the dust kicked up by the blast.
"Fine. You?" He stood up and hauled her to her feet.
"I'm fine." Rain peered around him at the gaping hole in the wall. All she could see was darkness. Stepping forward, she hesitated in the blasted doorway. 
"Micah?"
There was movement then a familiar figure stepped forward. "I know you." It was the voice Rain had longed to hear.
"Yes. Yes, you know me." This time Rain's tears weren't for the horror of the tragedy of a man she'd never met, but for the man she'd thought she'd lost. The one she'd finally found again.



Chapter Nineteen

It's not possible.
The litany ran through Audrey's mind over and over like it was on a loop. And yet, the proof was there, right in front of her eyes.
There weren't multiple dragons turning Salvation into their own personal smorgasbord. It was one dragon. A single creature controlled by one man: the Reverend.
She crept carefully away from the cave without disturbing its sleeping occupant and made her way down the side of the cliff. The Rev had trained a freaking dragon to prey on his people. All for power.
Well, she'd show him true power. 
 ***
"Who are you?" Elan asked.
Audrey paused a moment before continuing to pour the tea. It wasn't real tea, of course. Just some kind of herb the villagers used in place of the real thing. She added a little wild honey to the mugs and gave them a stir before carrying them over to the bed.
She handed one of the mugs to her patient and settled down in the chair with the other. Tucking away her discoveries for a later time, she kept her expression peaceful. She dare not let anyone know what she had learned. 
"I told you who I was the night we met," Audrey said, enjoying the feel of the warm steam on her face.
"That night is a little muddled." 
"Yes, I imagine it would be."
He watched her like a hawk as she took a sip from her mug. He followed suit, grimacing at the taste before setting the mug on the floor. Clearly he wasn't a tea drinker.
"Refresh my memory."
"My name is Audrey Harrison, and this town is called Revelation."
"Audrey Harrison?" He frowned. "Rain used to go on about that name. Somebody from Caine's Last Stand, but that's ridiculous. You don't look a day over twenty-five."
"Thank you." She took another sip of her tea. "But I assure you, I am that Audrey Harrison. Who is Rain?"
"A friend. How is it possible that you're Audrey Harrison?"
She shrugged. "It's a long story for another day. How about you tell me who you are?" She kept her voice light, interested but not too much.
"I'm Elan Nielsen. I am, was, the leader of Sanctuary. What happened to it?"
"It was destroyed."
A look of rage crossed his face, his knuckles turning white as he clenched his hands into fists. He opened his mouth as though he was about to start yelling.
"Don't worry. Your people got out. Most of them. I'm afraid that I wasn't able to stop the Reverend's men in time to save all of them. For that, I am sorry."
He hung his head for a minute. "No, it's my fault."
"What?" She had expected anger, blame, but not this resignation. Not for him to point the finger at himself.
"If I wasn't such a selfish, drunk asshole, I would have been there for them. I would have stopped it. Their deaths are on my head."
"Don't be ridiculous. If you'd been sober, you'd probably be dead, too." 
He shook his head. "It doesn't matter. I'm their leader. Or I'm supposed to be. They were my responsibility."
Audrey shook her head. Humans could still surprise her. 
"How do you know my people are safe?" Elan asked.
"I saw them leave and I told the dragons not to pursue them," Audrey said calmly.
Elan just stared at her as though a horn had spouted out of her forehead. "You talk to dragons." His tone carried an unsurprising amount of incredulity which Audrey chose to ignore.
"Who is Megan?" She asked, changing the subject. That was the woman's name he'd called in his sleep.
His face hardened. "She was my brother's wife."
It was clear he had no intention of saying any more about that, so Audrey moved on to something else. "You'll be happy to know that you're in the clear now. Your body has completely detoxed. For a while I wasn't sure you'd survive it."
He shrugged. "Don't know why you bothered. You're just going to feed me to the drags."
She nodded. "Yes, that's their plan. Though I've managed to hold them off for now."
"Them?"
"The villagers. The Rev. They wanted to throw your carcass out there and leave you. I convinced them the gods would be displeased at such a pathetic sacrifice."
"Gee, thanks." His voice was dry as dust.
"They think I'm the scion of the gods. I've got to hold to some standards."
That made him quirk a smile and Audrey could see the handsome man hiding beneath sickness and neglect. "Why do you bother? I'll be dead soon anyway."
Audrey stared at Elan for the longest time. She wondered that herself. The whole village could get blasted to hell and she wouldn't give a damn, but this one man? 
"I don't know."
"Great."
"What I am going to do is have you cleaned up."
He scowled. "Again, why bother?"
"Because Mister, you stink. And if I can convince the Rev to let you live, I don't want to have to walk around with a clothespin on my nose." With what she now knew, she had the perfect ammunition to "convince" the Rev to do exactly what she wanted.
Clearing her throat, she got up and cleared away the tea things. "I'll send one of the guards to take you to the bath house." She looked Elan straight in the eye. "Promise me you will cooperate. If you don't, I won't be able to protect you."
He returned her gaze before nodding solemnly. "I promise. I'll cooperate. For now."
She imagined it was the best she could expect. Audrey nodded and headed up the stairs and outside. She ordered the guards to take the prisoner to get cleaned up before she walked around the front and slipped inside the old church. For once it was empty.
Sliding down onto the soft cushions that made up her "throne," Audrey laid her head back on one of the pillows and let out a sigh as she stared up at the ceiling. What was she going to do with Elan Nielsen?
If she let him escape, that would be the end of her reign here in Revelation, not to mention it would put a damper in her plans to get her revenge on the Marines. The Reverend would make sure of that. Unless she could convince the villagers to turn on the Rev and stop with this human sacrifice craziness.
But why did she even care about Elan? 
If Audrey were to be honest with herself, she supposed she felt some sort of kinship with this man. One lost soul recognizing another. Because, honestly? Drinking herself into oblivion sounded really good right about now. Fortunately, Audrey the human understood there were other ways to deal with her problems, and drinking wasn't one of them. Audrey the not-so-human couldn't metabolize alcohol anyway. Drag DNA and home brew just plain didn't mix. At least not in her case. She'd found that out the hard way.
Audrey had no idea how long she laid there running through scenarios in her mind, but it must have been quite awhile because a knock startled her back to reality. The knock was followed by a bellow from one of the guards.
"My lady, we have the prisoner ready for inspection."
"Send him in."
The man who entered the church was not the same man who Audrey had left down in the cell. She struggled to breathe past her heart which had suddenly decided to start hammering in her throat.
"My lady?" The guard looked concerned as he ushered his charge toward the front of the room.
"Leave us."
He hesitated.
"I said, leave us." She didn't take her eyes off the prisoner as the guard bowed and exited the building, shutting the door firmly behind him. "You look... " she didn't even know how to finish the sentence.
"I know," Elan said sheepishly. "I look ridiculous. They cut my hair off." 
He rubbed a hand over his scalp, now covered by closely shorn dark curls that showed off his perfectly sculpted cheekbones and deliciously curved jaw. His eyes, as he glanced up at her, were the color of bittersweet chocolate slightly melted. Staring into them she felt like she was falling. But falling into what?
She cleared her throat. "You look presentable." He was far too skinny, of course, but it wasn't anything a sandwich or twelve couldn't fix.
"Fantastic. I guess I'll make a suitable sacrifice now." His tone was wry, edging on sarcastic. It almost made her smile. Almost.
She stepped down off the dais and realized they were almost exactly the same height. Perfect for kissing.
Where the bloody hell had that thought come from?
"I'm not going to let them sacrifice you."
He tilted his head slightly. "How are you going to stop them?"
"They think I'm the messenger of the gods. They'll just listen." Audrey seriously doubted it would work, but it was worth a try. If they didn't, she had another card to play.
"And if they don't?"
She shrugged. "I guess we run like hell."



Chapter Twenty

"Where's your sword?" Rain asked as they headed back up the stairs. She'd been relieved to find that unlike Sutter's, Micah's eyes were still their natural sapphire color. Maybe he hadn't changed. Maybe he was still the same Micah. More or less.
"They took it when they locked me up here. They probably have it stashed in the museum."
"Museum?"
Micah gave her a look. "Experiments aren't the only thing they hide in here."
"Okay. This museum, where is it?" Rain asked.
"This way." Micah took the lead.
It didn't take long to retrace their steps through the empty hallways up to the hospital lobby. The Marines were no doubt still chasing boogey men in the desert, thanks to Sutter's handiwork. 
Micah led them past the wide front desk now half covered in broken ceiling tiles and down a short hall. On either side of the hall stood what appeared to be offices not unlike those back at the base. Clearly these offices had seen better days with their windows smashed out, broken furniture, and decaying papers scattered hither and yon. The hall dead-ended at a plain, gray door. A good hard shove from Micah broke the lock and nearly took the door off its hinges.
"Down here." Micah nodded down another hall as he snapped on the light switch next to the door.
Rain's eyes widened. "Holy crap."
Sutter didn't say anything. He just stared.
It was like no place Rain had ever seen before. Certainly it was nothing like the rest of the crumbling ruin. The walls were covered in some kind of smooth material that was creamy and shiny like the inside of an eggshell. The floor was padded in a thick carpet the color of grape wine she'd seen once when a trader came to visit Sanctuary. 
Even more wondrous than that were the pictures on the walls. Each one depicted a different bit of scenery from mountains to oceans, all in rich, swirling colors. As if that weren't enough, there were half a dozen alcoves along the walls, each one displaying a sculpture done in smooth, white stone. Scantily clad women with thick thighs and exposed breasts. Naked men holding spears or swords. Rain couldn't stop staring.
Micah noticed her gaze. "Classical art. These pieces were probably saved from real museums before they were destroyed during the Wars."
The trio moved down the hall past more paintings and sculptures to a large, ornate door. The door itself was carved from a piece of solid wood and depicted a battle between angels and demons. It opened easily at Sutter's touch.
Sutter moved across the plush carpet, snapping on a brass desk lamp. The warm glow revealed more paintings and sculptures, suits of armor, swords and battle axes, and even a motorcycle sitting in the middle of the room.
"A Harley from the 1940s," Micah said. 
"Does it run?" Rain asked. Such a thing could come in very handy, but there weren't many working motorcycles these days.
He shrugged. "It might, if it had gas, but it doesn't look like it's been maintained and I'm not aware of any gas stations nearby." He gave her a cheeky grin that was all Micah.
Rain turned her attention back to Sutter who was standing in front of a large glass case almost as big as he was. Behind the glass hung several swords, each one encrusted in jewels or intricate metal work. 
Turning his face away, Sutter smashed the glass with the pommel of his sword. He stood back and waved Micah forward. "Your sword. And this looks like your pack."
With a smile, Micah reached in and pulled out his diamond-edged blade. It glowed a soft gold in the dim light from the desk lamp. Rain knew that sword almost as well as she knew her own weapons. As Micah strapped on the sheath and then shrugged on his pack, things suddenly felt like they were almost back to normal.
Micah glanced up and Rain's breath froze. Instead of the usual sapphire blue, his eyes glowed an eerie green. He must have seen the look on her face because he frowned.
"What is it, Rain?"
"Nothing," she said with a slight shake of her head. "Let's get out of here."
 ***
The lobby doors still stood wide open. Rain crept up to one side of them, careful not to expose herself to a possible sniper, and peered around the door frame. The broken concrete stairs and the yard beyond were empty.
"Looks good."
Sutter cocked his head to the side. "The Marines are headed back this way, so we need to go now."
Rain hesitated. 
"What is it?" Micah knew her too well.
"I can't leave the rest of them, the experiments, just locked up in cages for Barnes to do god-knows-what with."
Sutter shook his head. "We don't have time."
"Make time."
He snarled out a string of cuss words. "Fine. But hurry." He shouldered the rifle they'd stolen from the guard. "And I mean fast."
With a nod, Rain took off down the hall, Micah close on her heels. She took the stairs to the basement as fast as she could. Kneeling by the still unconscious guard, she pulled out a key ring and darted down the hall toward the cells where they'd found Micah.
Running to the end of the hall, Rain started with the last door, working her way back. The first lock turned easily. She didn't wait to see what horror lay beyond but ran to the next door and the next. Micah worked his way up the opposite side of the hall, ripping rusted door frames from crumbling walls.
Gunfire ripped through the night. The Marines were back.
"Shit!" Rain screamed, but she didn't stop opening doors. Behind her she could hear the cries and calls of Barnes's experiments as they found themselves free.
The second the last door was open Rain and Micah headed back upstairs, Rain dropping the keys next to the guard as they went. Sutter was still at his post, spraying rounds into the night. Whoever shot back missed, but the bullet buried itself in the door frame inches from Sutter's head.
"We're done!" Rain started to run toward the door, but Sutter held up his hand, pointing down the hall toward the offices.
"There are too many of them outside, that way! Run!"
She ran, Micah hot on her heels.
"Here." Micah grabbed Rain's arm, yanking her into one of the offices. "I'll watch the door," he said, pulling out his sword. "You check the windows."
With a nod she hurried across the floor, her boots sending up little poofs of dust as ancient documents crumbled under her feet. The first window wouldn't budge. It looked like someone had painted the thing shut long ago. With a snarl she turned to the second window. It gave, albeit reluctantly.
"Shit!" She wrapped her hands around the bars blocking their escape and gave them a good rattle. Despite muscles honed by years of Tracking and a building compromised by neglect, the bars didn't give.



Chapter Twenty-one

An explosion rocked the building sending Rain to her knees. A chunk of plaster from the ceiling narrowly missed her head. Instead it hit the desk, nearly obliterating it.
"What the hell?"
"Mortars. Have you got that window open?"
She shook her head, then realized he wasn't looking at her. "No," she shouted over another explosion. "They're barred."
In two bounds he was across the room. Muscles bulged as he pulled at the bars. With the shriek of steel against stone they finally gave way. Micah yanked them into the room and let them drop with a clang.
"We're going to have to jump."
"No problem," she said, hoisting herself into the window. It was a short drop to the ground below, so Rain took a deep breath and jumped. She hit the ground rolling.
Micah landed beside her and they dashed across what used to be the back gardens of the hospital. Another explosion rocked the ground, lighting the sky.
"Sutter... "
"He's fine. Keep running."
They headed through the abandoned town and up the bluff behind it, running until Rain's sides ached and her legs felt like rubber. They ran until the explosions were faint booms instead of deafening roars.
"I gotta stop," she wheezed, leaning over to catch her breath.
Micah glanced around. "Okay, we're far enough away. We can take a short break. Then we need to keep going."
Rain nodded and straightened up to stretch her cramping rib muscles. Turning back toward the old hospital she froze. "Holy shit."
The front of the hospital was a smoldering crater, dimly lit by a few small fires which had caught in the dried vegetation. Another mortar shell hit the office wing from which she and Micah had just escaped. Old brick and twisted metal blasted in every direction.
"Oh my god, Sutter." Rain sank to her knees.
"He's fine. I promise." Micah knelt beside her. "I'd know if he wasn't."
She nodded, staring at the ruined hospital. "But what about the others? The ones we freed. And that Marine. He wasn't like the rest of them. He was good. We have to go back."
"No we don't. Look." 
Micah pointed her gaze away from the hospital. In the darkness away from the explosions she could just make out a line of people disappearing into the night. 
"How can you be sure the Marine got out?" She couldn't stand the thought of him dying now. 
"Because I'd know a Marine anywhere. See, that's him." Micah pointed to a figure that seemed to be hustling the others along.
Rain breathed a sigh of relief before turning her attention back to the hospital, looking for Sutter. She couldn't see him, but she could hear the report of his gun and it was clear the Marines were aiming at something.
"What the frakk hell does he think he's doing? He's going to get himself killed."
"He'll be fine," Micah assured her. "Once he's sure we've gotten away, he'll be right behind us. Now come on. We've got a long walk ahead."
Rain took one long last look at the hospital. "He better come out of there alive or I swear I'm going to ring his neck."
"Don't worry. Sutter will be fine." Micah touched her cheek. Without warning Micah grabbed her, wrapping her in a tight hug. "Oh, god, Rain, I've missed you. For days all I've been able to think about is getting back to you."
"Days? But you've been gone weeks."
"I didn't remember at first," he admitted. "Then one day I was on patrol and I caught your scent. Memories came flooding back. I've been remembering more and more. There are still a few holes, but... " he shrugged, "mostly I remember. Now come on. We need to get further away."
They headed away from the hospital deeper into the desert before turning north. Rain figured they could walk a couple hours before cutting back to the west, toward Fossil.
"I think it's time for another break," Micah said as they topped a rise giving them a clear view of the high desert all around. Nothing moved, but in the distance Rain could still see the occasional flash of an explosion.
"Yeah, I could use a breather." Sinking down on the ground Rain pulled out her water bottle and took a sip before offering it to Micah.
It felt good to relax for a moment. To just... be. No fighting. No rescuing. No worrying. No planning. Just sitting and enjoying the starlight.
Rain sighed when she felt Micah's hand slide along her neck and then up into her hair to cup the back of her head. She did not resist as he pulled her against him, his lips seeking hers. She melted into the kiss, her body flush against his. He trailed kisses down her neck, along one shoulder, the touch of his lips sending shivers along her spine.
He undid the buttons on her coat and slid it off her shoulders, followed by her shirt. His own coat and shirt followed.
"Are you cold?" His voice was a husky whisper.
"A little," she said. Her nipples puckered partially from the cold air and partially from arousal.
"I'll keep you warm."
He laid her on top her coat on the sandy ground, his body following hers down. She ran her fingers up and down his smooth, muscled back, the touch of skin against skin electrifying. Rain arched her body into Micah as his mouth closed around one nipple, teasing, tasting before moving to lavish attention on her other breast.
She fumbled with his khakis finally managing to get them unbuttoned .She slid her hand under the material and along the length of him, eliciting a strangled moan. Pulling her hand away, Micah rid himself of the rest of his clothes, then impatiently jerked her pants off. 
"I wanted to go slow... " his voice was tight with need.
"Forget slow. I need you. Now."
Her body spasmed around him as he thrust into her, every nerve ending shooting pleasure through her body. She dug her fingers into his flanks and urged him to go faster, deeper. Gods she had missed this. Missed him.
She could feel that sweet pressure building, building. As her first orgasm ripped through her, she barely noticed the eerie green glow of her lover's eyes.



Chapter Twenty-two

"Run!"
Elan's eyes widened when he saw where Audrey was pointing. "At the dragon?" He stared at the giant beast as it let out a roar loud enough to shake the ground under them.
"Yes! Get on his back," Audrey yelled.
"Are you insane?"
"Go!" She gave him a quick shove before pumping off another couple of shots. The shotgun she'd stolen from the Rev's meditation room blasted the crowd with bits of gravel and metal scraps. Unfortunately the howl from the villagers was less one of pain, and more one of rage. Shit, this was not good.
Why the hell had she thought confronting the Rev was a good idea? Because she was arrogant, that's why. She had thought she could reason with these people, but the minute the Rev started barking orders they'd charged, making her very glad she'd thought to steal his gun. She'd let her own abilities and intelligence go to her head and she'd forgotten that the Preacher Man was a sociopath, and a violent one at that. Worse, she'd forgotten that he'd been controlling these people for decades.
Ejecting the spent shells with a quick pump, she sent another blast into the crowd. This time, somebody shot back. The bullet tore through Audrey's thigh, sending her crashing to the ground.
The dragon bellowed again. It was definitely an angry sound and it gave the crowd pause. 
Clamping her hand to the wound, Audrey watched as blood spurted through her fingers. The shot had hit an artery, no doubt about it. Her body could heal the damage, but the question was if it would heal before she bled to death. Doubtful.
The crowd charged, led by the guard who shot her. Bull. Fantastic. 
A string of cuss words spilled out of her mouth—words the old Audrey wouldn't have dreamed of saying—as she let go of the wound and pointed the shotgun at Bull, bloody fingers on the trigger. The blast hit him full in the chest, ripping open a hole the size of Texas, and sending him crashing to the ground stone dead.
The rest of the crowd stumbled to a halt in shock. They'd recover. And in the meantime Audrey could feel the blood pumping out from her leg with every beat of her heart. She wasn't healing fast enough. 
"Get them!" It was the Rev screaming orders to the crowd from a safe distance away. "Don't let them get away."
The crowd surged forward again.
"Audrey!" Elan shouted her name as he struggled to dismount from the dragon.
Fumbling in her pocket, she felt the cold smooth surface of the grenade she had found with the shotgun. Closing her eyes she sent the drag a message. Take Elan to safety.
The dragon screamed his displeasure at leaving her, but she ignored him. With the last bit of strength she had, Audrey pulled the pin out of the grenade. "One." It was hardly more than a whisper. "Two, three, f... "
Everything went fuzzy and dark. She never felt the gentle claws of the dragon wrap around her. She never saw the grenade fall from her hand, hit the ground and roll across the flagstones with a merry tink, tink, tink. 
 ***
"Rain Mauri, you look like hell."
Rain snorted. "Gee thanks, Albie. Good to see you, too." She wrapped her arms around the older woman, giving her a fierce hug. Gods, she was glad to be home.
Home. Fossil had finally become home.
"Sutter?" Albie glanced around as though expecting the Dragon Lord to pop out of nowhere.
"About an hour behind us," Micah said.
"Lieutenant." Albie turned to give Micah a big hug. "Good to see you looking none the worse for wear." She stepped back and frowned at him. "Though you could use some decent clothes and a shave."
Micah glanced down at his fatigues, then to Rain, a clear look of bafflement on his face. "You don't remember her, do you?" she whispered.
"Not at all."
"Don't worry, you will."
"Now, Rain," Albie pulled her aside. "I really think you need to meet our guest. He's got... well, I'll let him tell you himself."
A man stood up from one of the tables. Rain let out a gasp. She'd know that figure anywhere. She practically ran to the back of the bar, weaving her way among the chairs, before throwing her arms around the man.
"Padre Pedro, I'm so glad you're here." She pulled back slightly, frowning up into his weathered face. "Why are you here? What's happened?"
The sadness in his face was almost heartbreaking. "Rain, I have terrible news."
"What is it?"
"I think you should sit down." 
He guided her gently to one of the tables and waved for Hank to bring them something to drink. She didn't hear Micah move, but suddenly he was standing behind her, one hand resting on the back of the chair so his fingers just grazed her shoulder.
"What happened, Padre?"
Padre Pedro took a sip of home brew as though to brace himself. "Sanctuary is gone, Rain. Burned to the ground. Everything looted and... and half our number dead."
As Padre gave her the names of the dead, hot tears rolled down her cheeks. Rain was relieved that Joey Turrow had made it, but her heart ached over Willy. Rain closed her eyes in sorrow. Will and Joey both wanted to be Trackers. And Will had been so determined to be grown up and responsible.
She swallowed. "The Marines?"
He shook his head before taking another sip of the strong drink. "No, someone else. Here, you should drink this. You're probably in shock."
"I'm not in shock." She pushed away the chipped green glass, sloshing a bit of liquid onto the table top. "I'm furious. Now who did this?"
"It was a group of people from some place called Revelation."
Rain and Albie exchanged glances. "The men I ran into on the mountain were from Revelation."
Albie's expression was grim. "Bastards."
"Tell me what happened, Padre." 
Rain reached out to hold the priest's hand. His gnarled fingers squeezed hers gently.
"They came at night. About thirty of them, all armed. They were led by a crazy man who called himself the Reverend. He was the one who made them attack us. But there was a strange young woman with him. She had pale hair and... " he frowned as though he still didn't believe what he'd seen, "the eyes of a dragon."
"What?"
Padre shook his head. "The irises were gold and the pupils sort of elongated. Just like the beasts' eyes."
That was a shocker Rain hadn't expected. "Okay, then what happened?"
"The men attacked. They slaughtered anyone who resisted, ransacked the place and blew up what they couldn't carry away with them. The woman... " He closed his eyes.
"The woman?" Rain prompted.
"She tried to stop them, but there wasn't much she could do. She even brought dragons to fight them off."
Rain stared at him in wonder. "She used dragons to protect you?"
He nodded. "Once the Reverend and his thugs were gone, those of us still alive escaped into the desert. We had nowhere else to go, so we came here."
"Nothing survived?"
"They came with nothing but the clothes on their backs," Albie spoke up.
"And these." Padre laid a small package on the table.
Rain glanced up at him. "What is it?"
Padre smiled. "Seeds."
"From your tomato plants?" Other than her friends, that was one thing Rain had really missed about living in Fossil. No tomatoes. No Padre in his ridiculous straw hat babying the things. Her heart clenched. Will Turrow had loved Padre's tomatoes.
"Yes," Padre said with a melancholy smile. "Among other things."
Rain shook her head and turned toward Albie. "I thought Revelation was run by some crazy preacher guy who'd survived the Wars, the Reverend who attacked Sanctuary, I suppose. Who is this woman that was there?"
Albie shrugged. "I have no idea who this woman is, but obviously something is going on in that town."
"Fantastic. Now we have not only the Marines to deal with and some crazy-ass cult led by a lunatic, now we've got a woman running around with dragon eyes." Rain rubbed her hands over her face. Things just kept getting better and better. "Wait, where's Elan? You never mentioned him."
Padre shook his head. "They took him."
"The Reverend and his minions took Elan? Oh, shit."
It was a testament to Padre's state of mind that he didn't chastise Rain for her language. Instead he only bowed his head. "Indeed."
There was only one reason they would have taken Elan. No doubt he was going to be their next sacrifice.
"When did this happen?"
"Two, almost three days ago."
"The refugees arrived here in Fossil just after you left for the base," Albie said.
It felt like someone had just stabbed Rain through the heart. "We're too late."
Albie and the priest exchanged glances. "I'm afraid so." Albie's voice was soft, but final.
Rain felt like she was going to... she didn't know what. The pain of loss was so intense she couldn't bear it. Her childhood home was gone. Half her people dead. A man who she considered a brother gone.
She tried to be strong, to hold back the tide of grief, but it was too overwhelming. Revelation, Will, and now Elan. Sanctuary. One hot tear slid down Rain's cheek and it was like a dam inside her broke. Sobs wracked her body, tears making tracks on her dusty skin.
She felt Micah lift her out of the chair and carry her from the room. She had no idea where he took her. All she knew was that he wrapped his arms around her and let her cry herself dry.
 ***
They sat on their bed in the dark, arms wrapped around each other. It had been so long, Rain had almost forgotten how good it was to simply be in the presence of the person you loved. 
A glow from Micah's eyes bathed the room in green causing Rain's heart to lurch. How much of him had changed, and how much of him was the Micah she remembered?"
"So, um, are your eyes permanently like that?"
"What? Green and glowing?" He chuckled and the sound warmed her. "Yes, and no. They do that whenever the drag part of me is... strong."
"What do you mean?"
He sighed. "Hard to explain, but the drag DNA they mixed into me seems to make me more... logical."
She rolled her eyes, knowing he could see in the dark. "You've always been annoyingly logical."
"Hey, I saw that."
Crap. "You deserve it."
He laughed right out loud this time. Then he squeezed her tight against him, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. "Do you have any idea how much I adore you, Rain Mauri?"
"About as much as I adore you, I bet." Her grin was so big it made her cheeks ache. "Now, the drag DNA?"
"Yeah, well, it can make a person very...raw and emotional, but also cold and calculating. But the human part of me is still alive and kicking so when the human part of me is in control, everything's fine. When whatever it is in me that is drag takes over... " he shrugged.
"Your eyes go all glowy."
"Yeah." He was quiet for a moment. "You okay with that?" There was hesitation in his voice, almost as though he were afraid she'd reject him. As if.
Rising up on her knees, Rain gently kissed his forehead followed by each of his eyelids, the tip of his nose, and then his delicious mouth. "I love you, Micah Caine. Glowy eyes and all, you're mine and don't you forget it."
 ***
Rain jerked awake. Someone was pounding violently on the door. She started to get up, but she felt a gentle hand push her back down on the bed. 
"Stay here. I'll get it."
Micah. He was really here. She hadn't dreamed it all.
Still exhausted, she curled back up. But she slipped one arm over the edge of the bed, fingers mere inches from the knife she kept hidden there.
"Who is it?" Micah's voice held a scary edge to it.
"It's me. Jinx."
Micah swung open the door to reveal Rain's eager young apprentice. The kid was so excited he was practically dancing in place. "You gotta come quick."
Rain sat up. "Why? What's up?"
"Quick!" Jinx's voice cracked a little with excitement. "You never saw anything like it. Sweartagawd!" And with that the kid took off up the stairs and out of the old church basement.
What the hell. Rain wouldn't be able to sleep anymore now. Hopping out of bed, Rain pulled on a pair of well-patched jeans and grabbed a random shirt to yank over her head. She stared down at herself, baffled, as the shirt swamped her.
"That's mine." A tiny smile quirked Micah's lips.
"Yeah, got that. Don't have time to change." Rain thrust her feet into her boots and strapped on her weapons belt even as she was running out the door, Micah following.
"You're going to freeze if you don't put a coat on."
"Don't have time." 
"Good thing I brought this, then." He dropped her beat up, old leather jacket around her shoulders. Rain's heart melted. If they hadn't been in the middle of a crisis she'd have kissed him then and there.
"Thanks." Underwhelming, but it was all she had time for.
They rounded the corner onto Main Street and stopped dead in their tracks. Rain stared with her mouth hanging open at the most impossible thing she'd ever seen in all her born days.
A drag hovered above the bar, wings flapping to keep it aloft. It wasn't a huge drag, one of the smaller ones, but it was still bigger than a Marine humvee. Its scales shimmered in the light from over a dozen lanterns. Rain had no idea how the thing had gotten past the corpses of its own dead. Drags just didn't do that.
The drag held a woman in its claws as gently as Padre Pedro might hold a small child. The young woman was clearly unconscious, her body limp as a rag doll, and covered in blood.
The drag hovered closer to the ground and gently laid the injured woman down. But that wasn't the most bizarre thing. The most bizarre thing was that riding the drag's back like it was a giant horse was a man. A man who looked just like Sutter. Or rather, what Sutter had looked like before he'd been made a Dragon Lord.
The man slid off the drag's back, landing next to the unconscious woman. The dragon bowed its head, almost as if it were saying goodbye, then the creature took off, disappearing into the night sky.
Rain opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She closed it and opened it again. Finally she managed a single word.
"Elan."



Chapter Twenty-three

"Is that really Audrey Harrison?" Rain stared after the small group hustling the unconscious woman away to Clara's makeshift clinic. Trust Clara to take over the minute she arrived. 
"Yes, it really is." Micah wrapped one arm around Rain's shoulders. "We fought side-by-side during the Wars. I was sure she was long dead. Instead, she must have been on the base this whole fucking time while Barnes tortured her." Micah's exterior was calm, but there was fury in his voice.
Rain glanced up at him, unsure what to say or do. "She's free of him now. You're both free."
He gave a brief nod, his jaw still clenched. "I'm going to go check on her."
All of a sudden every insecurity Rain had ever had about Audrey Harrison came rushing back. Worries that she and Micah had once been in love with each other, that maybe they still were. Ghosts. She could never get rid of the ghosts of the past. "Sure." She tried to sound casual, but it came out a little strained.
"Rain... "
Rain slipped out from under Micah's arm. "I need to go talk to Elan." She started to turn back to the bar, but Micah gripped her arm gently.
"What's wrong?"
She glanced back over her shoulder. "Nothing. I'm fine."
A muscle flexed in his jaw. "Don't lie to me, Rain. Something's going on. Please tell me what's wrong."
Rain hung her head for a moment, staring at the ground. Finally she blurted out the thing that had been driving her crazy for ages. "I know you loved her."
The look of confusion on Micah's face threw her for a minute. "Loved who?"
"Audrey," she said, trying to tug her arm out of his grasp.
He gave a snort of laughter. "Are you serious?" He stared at her for a moment. "Oh my god, you are."
One tug and he'd pulled her into his arms. "Listen to me, you lunatic. I cared for Audrey like I cared for all those who fought under my command and I'm happy to find her alive. To have that connection to my past. But there is only one woman I have ever been in love with. Am in love with. And it's you, Rain Mauri. So, you can stop freaking out now."
Her head snapped up at that. "I am not freaking out."
All Micah had to do was raise a single eyebrow.
"Okay," she sighed. "Maybe I'm freaking out a little."
He kissed her lightly. Then a little deeper. "There's no need. Now let's go talk to Elan. I can check on Audrey later. I doubt Clara would appreciate my interference right now anyway."
She nodded. "I'm sorry."
"For what?"
"Doubting you. Being a jealous basket case."
He smiled at that. "You didn't doubt me. You doubted yourself."
"That's rather deep, don't you think?"
He grinned. "I have my moments."
Rain laughed as he took her hand and they headed back down the street to the bar. "You haven't changed much."
"What do you mean?"
She shrugged. "Sutter isn't the same person. Oh, there're flashes of the Sutter I knew, but it's like they stripped out everything he was, and replaced it with Big Scary Dude. I was afraid you'd be the same. That you wouldn't know me."
Micah's expression turned grim as they stopped outside the bar. "Part of me has changed. You know that."
"Yes, but you're still Micah Caine. And you still remember."
He stopped and stared at her for the longest time. "Yes, I remember." 
This time the kiss was deep and intimate and full of promise. Rain wrapped her arms around Micah, feeling the warmth and the heat of him against her skin. She wanted to lose herself in him, forget about everything. 
She pulled away with a sigh. "Elan."
"Yeah, Elan."
The bar was wall-to-wall noise. People yelling and screaming and carrying on like the world was going to end. Albie was desperately trying to get everyone's attention, but for once they were ignoring her. And in the middle of the chaos sat Elan, looking for all the world like he needed something far stronger than the tepid water in front of him. Rain couldn't help but feel a tingle of pride in him that he was ignoring all the alcohol. He looked better than he had in a long time.
With a sigh Rain pulled out her handgun and put one shot into the ceiling, creating a shower of plaster. Everyone turned to stare at her with open mouths as she holstered the gun.
"There. That's better. Person couldn't hear themselves think." She strode up to the table where Elan sat and reached down to give him a bear hug. "Hey brother."
"Hey yourself, little sister."
"Let's go sit out front and talk. It's kind of stuffy in here, and Albie and I have some questions."
Micah grabbed a stack of chairs and the four of them moved outside. The minute the door closed behind them, the ruckus started up again. Fortunately the door was thick enough to block most of the noise. The citizens of Fossil could argue themselves hoarse in there. Maybe then they'd be ready to listen to reason.
As Rain and the others settled into the chairs, she reached over and took Elan's hand in her own. He was thinner than she remembered, and with his clean-shaven face and neatly trimmed head of hair, he was almost unrecognizable. Or rather, he looked exactly as Sutter once had.
"What happened after Sanctuary was destroyed?"
Elan glanced over at her, shame written clearly across his face. "You know about that?"
"Padre told me everything."
Elan sighed, bowing his head. "If only I hadn't been drunk off my ass, maybe I could have stopped them."
"I doubt that it would have made a difference, Elan," Rain said, squeezing his hand. "From the sounds of things, the Reverend would have just had his men murder you, too. Padre says that woman, Audrey Harrison, saved you guys."
"She did her best." Elan shook his head. "But those bastards still managed to kill a lot of people. It's not her fault, it's mine. Maybe... "
"World's fulla maybes, young man," Albie snapped. "'Bout as useless as spilled milk. Now get on with it."
Rain suppressed a smile as Elan blushed bright red. Albie took some getting used to. 
"Ah, okay. I don't remember much about anything until I finished detox."
"That's okay." Rain gave his hand another squeeze. "Tell what you know."
Elan gave them a quick rundown on Revelation, and how he'd been meant to be an offering to the drags. He told them how Audrey had cleaned him up, then tried to convince the Reverend and the villagers to stop human sacrifices.
"The Rev went crazy. Called her a false god and ordered everyone to attack us. Audrey was injured pretty badly, but she was able to control the drag and... " Elan shrugged. "It flew us away from there and brought us here."
"The drag flew you?" Rain had seen it with her own eyes, but she still didn't believe it.
"Audrey told it to before she passed out. I don't know why, but the drags do whatever she tells them."
"Does she have to force them?" Micah spoke up.
Elan frowned. "Uh, no. She asks, they do. From what I can tell."
"Interesting."
"Revelation," Rain got them back on track. "Do they know you came this way?"
"No. And they're in no condition to do anything about it if they did. A grenade went off wounding a bunch of people. Then the drag hit them with a couple good blasts of fire. Killed a whole bunch of guards and set a couple of their storage buildings on fire. The guards are the fighting force. They're not going to be doing much raiding again anytime soon."
"Well, that's good news anyway," Albie said. "Still, I'm afraid this Reverend is going to be someone to look out for."
"They're weakened, but they'll regroup. Especially with the Rev at the helm," Elan agreed. "Crazies like that never give up."
"One thing at a time, young man. One thing at a time." Albie patted him on the knee.
"Rain, I wanted to tell you and Micah I'm sorry. I should have never thrown you out of Sanctuary. It wasn't right. We're family. I should have stood by you... "
"No, El." Rain shook her head. "You did the right thing. We were a danger to the compound. We had to leave, to protect everyone else."
"Yeah, and look how well that turned out. Maybe if you'd been there... "
"You know what Albie said about maybes," she reminded him gently.
"Still, I'm sorry."
Rain leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him. "It's all forgiven."
"Someone's coming." Albie stood up, grabbing her sawed-off shotgun from beside her chair. Rain hadn't even seen her bring it out.
"It's Sutter," Micah said.
"Sutter?" Elan stared from Micah to Rain and back again. "Sutter is dead."
"No he ain't." Albie gave Elan a slap on the shoulder. "He's as alive as you or me."
"It's a long story," Rain told Elan. "He's not quite as you remember him, but he's alive."
Sutter came into view, his huge bulk moving with the agility of a cat. Well, of a drag. His eyes glowed green in the moonlight. 
"Everything okay?" Rain called.
"They'll be busy for awhile." Sutter moved a few steps closer, then he stopped dead, staring at Elan.
Elan stared back, eyes wide. "Is that him?"
"Yes." Rain smiled. She could understand Elan's confusion. It had taken her a minute, too, the first time she saw the new Sutter.
Elan stood up slowly. "What happened to him?"
"Like I said, long story. Go say hi."
Elan took a step forward. Then another. Then stopped as if he wasn't sure he should go any closer. 
"Sutter?"
Sutter watched him for a moment. Then in two bounds he'd crossed the space between them and pulled his brother into his arms. At first Elan didn't move, then he wrapped his arms around his twin's neck. 
"Sutter I'm sorry."
"There is nothing to be sorry about."
Rain swiped at the lone tear that escaped down her cheek. Stupid sentimental bull crap. She would not cry. She wouldn't.
"Good lord, what is this? Some kind of bullshit Hallmark movie? Jaysus, I need me a drink." Albie and her shotgun stomped inside, the bar door slamming behind.
Rain and Micah exchanged amused glances and then burst out into full blown laughter. Gods, it felt good to laugh.
Just then another figure appeared on the moonlit street. This one running hell-bent-for-leather. Rain immediately recognized the slender figure and fly-away hair.
"Jinx. What's wrong?"
"Marines," he gasped, bending over to catch his breath. "Marines is comin'."
"Coming here?" Micah was instantly on alert.
"No, no." The boy sucked in a deep breath. "Not our Marines. Some other Marines. Whole platoon of 'em. They just arrived from the East. I saw 'em at the base. Must have ten humvees. And they gots a Dragon Lord. One I ain't never seen before."
"That can't be good,' Rain said, glancing from Sutter to Micah. "These guys couldn't be the ones from the hospital, could they?"
It was Micah and Sutter's turn to exchange glances. "Definitely not," Micah said. "They're implementing Plan B." 
Sutter nodded. "Sounds like."
Rain glanced from one man to the other. "What's Plan B?"



Chapter Twenty-four

"Are you insane?"
Micah smiled. "Depends on your definition."
Albie pushed Rain back down into her seat. "I think the boy is on to something. Between the crazies over at Revelation and reinforcements down at the base, we need a leg up in this little underground war of ours."
"We've got a leg up. We've got those Marines I told you about," Rain said. "The ones that don't like what they're being forced to do."
"That's good," Albie admitted. "It'll help, but it ain't enough. We need something big, and this here's it."
"But, Albie," Rain glanced around to make sure no one was listening in on their conversation, "riding dragons? That's just plain nuts. How would we stop them from eating us? Never mind control them."
"That's where we come in." Micah nodded to Sutter.
"Speak for yourself." Sutter folded his arms across his chest. 
"Come on Sutter, we can do this."
"No. We cannot."
"Audrey did it." Elan spoke up from where he sat beside his brother.
Sutter shook his head. "Audrey is... different. We can't do what she can."
Rain glanced up at Micah. "See. It's stupid. We're not doing this."
Micah squatted down and took her hand. "Come on Rain, you're usually the first one to try something crazy. Anything to make things right. What's the problem with this?"
"The problem is I just got you back and I'm not going to lose you again to this crazy scheme. You heard Sutter. The two of you can't control the dragons."
"We can," Micah insisted. "I've done it before."
"So have I," Sutter admitted. "But not to this extent. We can control them for a short while. Certainly not long enough to ride them. This plan requires a great deal more ability than either of us possess."
"Perhaps not, but I do."
All heads swiveled toward the sound of a new voice. Elan jumped from his chair as Audrey stepped out of the darkness and into the circle.
"Audrey, you should be resting."
She laid her hand gently on his arm. "I'm fine, Elan. I have healed."
"But you lost a lot of blood."
Rain watched as Audrey gave his arm a little squeeze. "I'm fine, Elan. I promise." Something passed between them. It was like seeing a beginning. Interesting. 
"Audrey Harrison," Rain stepped forward and held out her hand, "thank you for saving Elan. And for what you did for my people at Sanctuary."
"I am sorry I couldn't do more." Audrey took her hand and gave it a hesitant shake. 
"Padre says you had the dragons burn Sanctuary after the survivors left."
"That is correct," Audrey said. "I knew that the only way the Reverend would ever leave Sanctuary alone was if he believed everyone was dead. I had to cover their tracks."
"They could have died in the desert." 
"No." Audrey tilted her head to the side and Rain had the eerie feeling the woman could read her mind. "I had my people follow them to make sure."
Rain glanced from Sutter to Micah who both looked as confused as she felt. "Your people?"
"Yes," Audrey said calmly. "The dragons."
Sutter gave Rain a pointed look that clearly said 'see, I told you.'
"Okay, what's the plan, Audrey?" Rain asked.
"As you all no doubt saw, I can control the dragons quite easily. They will do whatever I ask them to. With the help of Sutter and Micah," she nodded to the two men, "I can help you learn to ride the dragons and use them as weapons. Just like the Marines planned to do."
"You're sure you can do this?" Rain couldn't begin to imagine it.
"Yes." Audrey admitted. "I have been planning this for some time now. I just needed the right moment."
"Plan?" Sutter asked. "What plan?"
A cruel little smile curved Audrey's lips. A smile that chilled Rain to the bone.
"Revenge. For me. For you." Audrey nodded to Sutter and Micah. "And for all of Barnes's experiments."
For a moment there was silence. Then Rain stood up and offered her hand to Audrey. "I can get behind that," she said, giving Audrey's hand a good shake. "Welcome to Fossil."
"Thank you." Audrey gave a slight bow of her head. "I don't suppose you have something to eat? It's been awhile." She shifted awkwardly on her feet, the poised Audrey suddenly replaced by someone less sure. Rain wondered if this was the Audrey, the all human Audrey, she'd been in the Before.
"Sure. Go on in. Hank will fix you something."
As Audrey disappeared into the bar followed by Elan, Rain shook her head. "I am so gonna have to get used to this."
"You and me both," Micah said, draping one arm over her shoulders.
"You really think we can pull this off?"
Sutter shrugged. "Maybe. With Audrey's help."
"It's certainly worth a shot," Micah agreed.
"Okay. Then I guess we're doing this." Rain shook her head. "Talk about nuts."
"If we are going to do this I'm going to be here for a while. I want to bring Cyan down from the mountains. I don't like leaving her up there alone."
Rain raised an eyebrow. "You don't think after ten years alone up there she can take care of herself? Sutter, are you blushing?"
He glowered at her. "Shut up, Rain. See you in a couple days."
And with that he turned and walked into the darkness. As Rain watched him go, she couldn't help the wide grin that crossed her face. Then she turned and wrapped her arms around the man she loved.
"Micah Caine," she said, standing on tiptoes to give him a quick kiss. "You and I have some catching up to do."
This time it was his turn to grin.
 ***
Sutter smelled the smoke miles before he reached the clearing. He'd expected it, of course. It was a chilly day and Cyan always kept the wood stove burning, ready to heat up stew or bake a loaf of bread. But this was no ordinary smoke. This was something bad.
Adrenaline surged through his body, lending power and speed to his legs. Dropping his pack he raced through the forest, up the mountain toward the hidden cabin.
The clearing finally came into view, the sight stopping him dead in his tracks. The cozy home which Cyan loved so much had been burned to the ground. There was nothing left but a few black, smoldering timbers. Her carefully winterized garden had been ripped to shreds, the hibernating plants and root vegetables yanked out of the soil and rotting in the sun.
Sutter pulled out his blade, fury tearing through him, followed by fear. Where was Cyan?
But the clearing was empty. Whoever had done this was long gone and there was no trace of Cyan.
The only sign left for him was written in bright green paint across the blackened stone of what had once been the chimney:
Death to the Green Witch.
The End... 
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