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 Chapter 1 
 
    Retreat 
 
      
 
    We thought we had all our bases covered. 
 
    Simon’s Insurgence members had placed the explosives strategically throughout Rome. When they exploded, smoky mushroom clouds filled the air. It was a beautiful sight. 
 
    Even more beautiful was the sound of the Rising in a sheer state of chaos and panic within the city limits. Screams echoed out in all directions. We had them on their heels. 
 
    Or so we thought. 
 
    “Charge!” I roared, leading the entire army in a full-throttle gallop towards the city. The plan we laid out took advantage of the chaos—attacking them on all sides, spreading the enemy out while Simon, Keenak, and I infiltrated Atticus’s headquarters. 
 
    In a lot of ways, it was similar to the first plan Belogon put together. That time we’d failed because we hadn’t expected the Rising to have vehicles mounted with automatic weapons. Back then we hadn’t had the Insurgence’s explosives. This time we had the upper hand and were ready for their vehicles, though in my head I hoped we could get into the city before they could get to their trucks. 
 
    The stretch of land in front of us was only about two football fields long, but it might as well have been miles, the open terrain making us feel as insignificant as mice being hunted by a hawk. As fast as we ran, I wondered if we were moving too slowly. 
 
    I ran hard but paced myself—it wouldn’t do anyone any good if we arrived at the city so winded we couldn’t fight. My chest was heaving but it was more from anticipation than being out of breath. All the days on the road had left me in decent shape. I took a deep breath, gathering my composure and reining in my excitement. The smoke hung in the sky, a foggy haze that blotted out the sunlight over the city.  
 
    I could see fire burning somewhere deep in the city.  
 
    There were no signs of a counterattack or anything to repel our charge into the city.  
 
    One football field away.  
 
    Fifty yards.  
 
    The familiar rumble of engines arose, as well as gunfire. 
 
    Even though we’d expected exactly this, it was still a chilling sound and I could tell many of my soldiers slowed their charge. I needed to remind them that we had planned for this. We were ready.  
 
    “Spread out!” I yelled. “Make their job harder!” During the last attack, we’d been mowed down in large groups. This time, they would need to hunt down individual soldiers, which would take much longer and allow us the opportunity to pick them off with well-placed shots. It would also give us time to set our traps.  
 
    The army responded to my command, fanning out in all directions. 
 
    My battalion zeroed in on the entrance directly in front of us. It was a straight shot down the road to the Rising’s headquarters. If we could breach the city limits before the trucks roared out…  
 
    Our luck ran out.  
 
    As I stared down the street that extended beyond the entrance, a large, rusted-out truck came into view, kicking up dust under its tires and, with both headlights blazing, taking on the look of some kind of crazed, mutated beast roaming the Ends looking for a snack. Behind it, at least a half-dozen more followed in its wake, growling their disapproval at our very presence. 
 
    “Incoming!” 
 
    We had hoped to be a little closer to the city before the trucks emerged. “Belogon!” commanded, and several hulky Ender males unspooled a long implement that covered almost twenty feet. The other battalions each had one as well, homemade tire spikes, and were even now placing theirs. Though in the broad daylight the truck drivers would surely see the spikes and use evasive maneuvers to avoid them, it would prevent them from roaming the desert free. This time we would dictate the path their vehicles took.  
 
    As expected, the trucks saw our “trap” from a mile away and cut their steering wheels sharply to the side and veering between the battalions, where the bumpy landscape was free of impediments.  
 
    Simon was the next to bark out an order. “Ready your charges!” 
 
    I reached into the sack strapped to my chest and pulled out a small black homemade grenade. More like a dirty bomb, really, those nasty incendiaries filled with all sorts of vicious shrapnel you could find in a toolshed. Shards of glass, rusty nails, bent forks—pretty much anything we could scrounge together to make the Rising’s life miserable. When these suckers exploded, the shrapnel would explode outward and sink deep into the flesh of anyone unfortunate enough to be in the vicinity. Vega had developed these babies especially for our mission. They were handheld and easy to throw, just like the white ones that the Rising used on us, but far deadlier. 
 
    The trucks, though no longer directly on target for us, were almost equidistance with us from the city. As they passed between ours and the neighboring battalions, the gunner mounted on the back of the pickup truck rotated the aim of the large automatic weapon, staring down the sight. 
 
    “To ground!” I shouted, just as the familiar ratatatat! of automatic fire pierced the day. I followed my own advice as well as the majority of our soldiers, getting down and dirty just in time to avoid getting cut down by the rapid-fire bullets whizzing past, peppering the desert. Unfortunately, not everyone obeyed the command, probably because they were so focused on the trucks and so amped up on the desire to kick some Rising ass. An Ender soldier who’d been on my right flank cocked his arm to throw his grenade, but just as his arm came forward, nearly a dozen bullets exploded into his chest, almost cutting him in half. He fell hard to the ground, dropping the explosive in the dust nearby. 
 
    Oh fuck. 
 
    “Friendly fire!” I shouted, hoping everyone within earshot would understand, even as I shoved to my feet and fruitlessly pushed off, sprinting as hard as I could away from ground zero.  
 
    The explosion hit me like a shove to the back, knocking me headlong back to the ground. I didn’t feel any real pain, however, so I’d been fortunate that none of the deadly shrapnel had found me.  
 
    Others, not so much. All around the ashy circle left by the detonated grenade were Ender and human bodies—all of them ours. The truck driver, likely invigorated by the destruction it had managed to cause, twisted his vehicle hard in our direction, rocks spitting from its tires. Now that they were past our tire spikes, they accelerated for us with reckless abandon.  
 
    “Run!” I shouted, gesturing with my hand toward the line of spikes. All around me, my men and Ender males raced for that line that had the potential to be our salvation. Bullets sizzled through the air around us. A grizzled ol’ human guy was cut down to my left—I still remembered recruiting him back at a lonely outpost west of Geneva. He’d been an easy sell. Fight those fuckers who overcharge me for basic necessities? he’d said. Sign me the hell up! I’d laughed and added his name to the roster.  
 
    Though I knew I hadn’t coerced or forced anyone into joining our rebellion, I still felt a pang of guilt seeing him go down like that.  
 
    The rest of us weren’t out of the woods. Something stung my left side as a bullet zinged past. It was a graze, and a close one. I could feel the warmth of blood on my skin just under my clothes but I didn’t stop running. If it had been a mortal wound I’d be on the ground.  
 
    And then we were leaping past the tire spikes and the vehicle was forced to divert its path once more, unwilling to sacrifice itself just to try to run us over. As it circled around to get into position, several of us, myself included, chucked our grenades as far as we could toward it.  
 
    I angled my throw just ahead of the truck, trying to anticipate its future position. The grenade landed just in front of it, exploding just as a few others went off. The explosions slowed the truck, but to my dismay it emerged through the thick black cloud of smoke and veered left and away, trying to make itself harder to hit.  
 
    Everyone ran, zigging and zagging while the truck’s gunner steadied himself and the driver maneuvered the vehicle alongside us once more. As he passed to my right, the glint of a string of ammunition reflected in the sunlight. 
 
    They had plenty of ammo, which didn’t surprise me in the least. Atticus was a long of things, but ill-prepared was not one of them.  
 
    Our grenades were effective enough, but they still depended on us throwing them by hand. Getting close enough to do damage wasn’t a problem if the gunners had only had shotguns or pistols. But with machine guns at their disposal, they could mow us down by the dozen if we didn’t take out their trucks in a hurry. 
 
    As the truck rumbled past, I drew my old friend, Alpha, the feel of her weight in my hands comforting. I took aim even as the truck cut toward me. Oh boy, I thought. This guy’s off his rocker. Because now his gunner couldn’t sight me. Still, the weapon discharged bullets at other soldiers while the driver stared me down, prepared to run me over the old-fashioned way. I took aim, not moving, just breathing. 
 
    A hundred feet.  
 
    In and out. In and out. 
 
    Fifty feet.  
 
    I cocked the hammer.  
 
    Twenty feet.  
 
    Sucked in a final breath, holding it, before pulling the trigger. 
 
    Ten feet, so close I could smell the exhaust. 
 
    The truck’s windshield spiderwebbed with bloody cracks but didn’t shatter. The driver, now deader than dead, slumped onto the steering wheel, which lurched awkwardly to the left, making the truck turn far too quickly.  
 
    I was frozen, because I knew it was far too late for me to attempt to dodge the vehicle. Time stood still as it toppled over, bouncing once on its roof, the automatic weapon still chattering, flinging off bullets every which way.  
 
    The truck went airborne, twisting, bullets arcing off, the machine gunner’s hand still clamped on the trigger, probably just trying to hang on.  
 
    It went over my head, so close I could feel the displaced air from its passage.  
 
    It landed fifteen feet away on its roof, crushing the gunner and making a raucous sound.  
 
    A number of four-letter words rang out in my mind, a silent celebration.  
 
    I glanced left and right. Two other trucks had been decimated by our explosives and a third was disabled, having inadvertently driven over the tire spikes. It was still going, but slower now, all four tires flat, sparks flying as it drove on its rims.  
 
    Against all odds, we were winning. 
 
    Time to hold up your side of the bargain, I thought, finding Simon and Keenak in the chaos. They met my eyes and we silently agreed it was time to make our final approach into the city. Simon’s voice carried over the crowd as he rallied the group assigned to escort us to the Rising’s headquarters. 
 
    We took off at a run, Simon on one side and Keenak on the other. To his credit, Keenak moved pretty well for an old guy, especially now that he’d stopped drinking. Still, after a minute, he’d fallen back well behind us. I didn’t slow my pace—as promised, we wouldn’t wait for him. All that mattered now was the goal: 
 
    Kill Atticus.  
 
    It felt like we were so close to what we’d set out to achieve. Like I could smell it, taste it. It was nuts that one man’s life could weight against the lives of so many others, but it was true: Without Atticus the Rising had no heartbeat.  
 
    Still, something felt…off. None of this felt like the vision Gehn had described, except for the fact that we were attacking Rome. In her vision, we’d been fighting the Rising hand-to-hand, not with all these bombs and trucks and shit.  
 
    I knew where her battalion was supposed to be, so as I continued to run, I glanced in that direction, immediately spotting her. She was standing atop the wreckage of a destroyed truck, staring in my direction. For the fight, she’d made a hole in her clothing so her tail could roam free. It rose around her shoulders. She looked awesome, but also…concerned.  
 
    She raised a hand in my direction, staring right at me. Then she slashed it hard to the side.  
 
    I knew exactly what it meant: 
 
    Abort. 
 
    I frowned, but didn’t stop running, because why would we abort. Yes, I trusted her instincts, but maybe she’d gotten it wrong. We were so close. 
 
    So close.  
 
    Engines roared, drawing my attention back to the city, where no fewer than twelve additional trucks had emerged from the city, armed to the teeth, their cabs filled with men.  
 
    Gehn, of course, had been right. Her paranormal instincts didn’t lie.  
 
    “Abort!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, skidding to a stop and grabbing the closest two people, Simon and one of his Insurgence members.  
 
    Two of the trucks roared toward our group while the others spread out, targeting the other battalions. Oh shiznit. 
 
    “Who’s got grenades?” I asked. I had one left, which I now held up expectantly. Simon had one left and one of the Enders in our group, but no one else. So many had been wasted on that first truck.  
 
    I nodded at Simon and we waited until the first of the two vehicles was in range, throwing in tandem along with the other Ender. Simon didn’t have much of an arm, so his fell well short, while the Ender’s arm was hella strong and his grenade sailed way past the oncoming truck. My aim, however, was just right. It didn’t quite reach the truck on a fly but landed close enough to bounce and skip under the front bumper. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    The explosion sent the front end of the truck straight into the air, flipping it backwards. Even the back wheels got off the ground. 
 
    When it crashed upside down, the weight of the vehicle crushed several of the soldiers it was carrying, while the others spilled out in a tangle of arms, legs and weapons. The blast had decimated the driver. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I shouted to nobody in particular. 
 
    But the excitement was short-lived, the other vehicle skidding around the first and heading straight toward us. And we were out of grenades. “Retreat!” I yelled. This time the command was to everyone, not just those of us on the mission to kill the Rising leader. I heard the command ripple from soldier to soldier, eventually making its way to other battalions.  
 
    I followed my own command, racing away from the city as the truck barreled down on us. I fired blindly behind me with both Alpha and Beta, hoping to get a lucky shot in or at least slow down the vehicle. 
 
    To my left and right, bodies fell. Keenak, who was well ahead of us now, reached the relative safety of Adi’s medical team, who were hunkering behind some rocks waiting for an opportunity to emerge and help the injured.  
 
    I stopped running, because I couldn’t allow any more men to die in my stead. Simon slowed his own gait, but I shouted, “Keep going!” Thankfully, after a frown, he obeyed, chasing after the rest of our men.  
 
    I turned, once more playing chicken with a vehicle a hundred times my own weight.  
 
    We’d passed over the tire spikes once more, so the truck was forced to veer left to skirt the perimeter. Instead of using the spikes to put distance between myself and the truck, I ran along its length, planning out my next moves in my head. 
 
    If this doesn’t work, I’m dead in seconds. 
 
    The truck slowed, prepared to pull a hairpin turn to get around the end of the line of tire spikes. I was close now zoning in on the vehicle, meeting the driver’s eyes for a split-second as he came out of his turn and prepared to accelerate.  
 
    That’s when the attack came, not from me, but from Gehn, who’d been racing in our direction from the moment we’d met eyes across the battlefield. I’d seen her running, which had given me the idea to meet her in the middle, right where the truck happened to be making its move around the tire spikes.  
 
    She leapt onto the truck, grabbing the edge of the open window and thrusting her head through the gap, fangs bared, tail flashing, tearing into the driver’s throat as he screamed.  
 
    It was fucking insane and amazing.  
 
    This was my moment to take advantage, the truck slowing to a stop. 
 
    I sprinted full out now, reaching the truck’s bed in three seconds flat, jumping and catapulting into the back, where six very surprised men turned all their attention toward me when a second ago they were staring through the back window trying to figure out what the hell had happened to their driver.  
 
    The first guy I kicked over the side, just to try to even things out. The second earned a bullet to the forehead compliments of Alpha and the third got Beta’s best in his ear. The fourth man drew his gun, but I dropped the hammer on his arm and he dropped it. I followed through with an elbow to the throat, making him gag even as I shoved Alpha’s barrel into his mouth and fired. Bye-bye head. It was pretty gross and yet satisfying. The last two guys jumped out of the truck and ran.  
 
    I was about to go after them, but then realized that would be a waste of a lot of effort. Because I now controlled the big ol’ gun mounted in the back of the truck. I clambered into the seat, swiveled it around, and fired at will. One guy got hit between the shoulder blades and collapsed and the other realized what was happening and cut hard left. I followed him, strafing the terrain behind him until I caught up, filling him with lead.  
 
    Gehn poked her head out of the window, blood dripping from her crimson smile. “Are you driving or am I?” 
 
    “I’ll shoot, you drive,” I said, scanning the battlefield. The retreat command had lit a fire behind the other battalions and they were in the process of getting the hell out of dodge, using the tire spikes and few remaining grenades to keep the trucks from getting too close. For some reason, the trucks didn’t pursue. Apparently, they were satisfied just to run us off.  
 
    Except for one.  
 
    This bastard was accelerating straight for our medics, hunkering behind the rocky outcropping. Evil mother, I thought.  
 
    Gehn had spotted him too, shoving the dead man out the door and slamming it behind her. She jammed her foot on the accelerator and the rear of the truck fishtailed for a second before the tire treads caught and it leapt forward.  
 
    That’s when the friendly fire started, several of our own men not realizing it was us driving an enemy vehicle. The bullets peppered the side of the truck—tink-tink, tink-tink! 
 
    I stood, waving my hands to show who I was. The gunfire immediately died down.  
 
    The last attacking truck came into view. “Go left!” I shouted to Gehn, hoping she’d be able to hear me. Evidently she did, because the truck veered in the correct direction. I already had the machine gun positioned correctly, and now I opened fire on the other truck, careful to keep my aim low enough that a stray bullet wouldn’t get past and accidentally kill one of our medics foolish enough to stick their head out of the cover of the rocks.   
 
    I peppered the rear tire first, feeling a swell of satisfaction as it exploded, sausages of rubber shredding in its wake. The driver lost control for a second, but then regained traction with the other three tires, sluicing right and slowing enough for his five passengers to leap out. They ran for the outcropping, looking to murder the helpless women hunkering down back there, including Adi.  
 
    Not on my watch. 
 
    The truck wasn’t a concern any longer, but it was like a bomb if used correctly. Thankfully, the correct side was angled in our direction. I shot for the fuel tank, bullet holes opening along its side, tracking a path to the rectangle I could just make out in the side near the rear.  
 
    Bingo.  
 
    A fireball erupted as the fuel ignited, engulfing the truck and sending out shockwaves in all directions. Two of the five enemy soldiers were lit on fire, the flames covering them in less than a second, their screams cut off quickly as they collapsed in burning piles of flesh.  
 
    The other three were far enough away to escape mostly unscathed.  
 
    “Run them down!” 
 
    Gehn cut back to the right and I had to hang on for dear life or else be thrown from the truck bed. I continued to fire back at Rome, thinking I might at least dissuade any of the enemies thinking about pursuing us.  
 
    One, however, didn’t get the message, racing across the open terrain, passing our soldiers without seeming to care about them. What the heck? That’s when I saw the flash of golden hair of the driver, whipping around her face.  
 
    It was Hannah.  
 
    Ha! I wanted to laugh. She got one too! But I didn’t give myself the chance for mirth, not when Adi was still in danger. I turned my head and saw how close Gehn was to the charging Rising soldiers. Then we hit a speedbump. And by speedbump I mean one of the enemies, crushed under Gehn’s raging vehicle.  
 
    The other two men dodged right and left, which gave me an open shot. He was smart enough to dive to the ground and my bullets rattled past. Then the gun clicked, the clip empty.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted to Gehn. She jammed on the brakes and I jumped out even before we’d stopped moving, rolling once and then rising to my feet, ignoring the pain of the impact that rattled through my body. 
 
    I went left because Hannah was coming from the right. One of the Rising soldiers was picking himself up off the ground, drawing a gun, aiming at me as I ran. I could see the quiver in his hand, the fear in his eyes.  
 
    I drew Alpha once more, not aiming—not yet. Take the first shot, you bastard, I thought.  
 
    He did, and it was a bad miss because he hadn’t factored in the weapon’s kick. Maybe he knew about that sort of thing. Maybe he’d even practiced. But in the heat of the moment, people forget things.  
 
    I wasn’t one of those people. On the run, I fired—once, twice, thrice, each bullet hitting a slightly different spot. His chest, center mass, first, then his throat, then the spot right between his eyes.  
 
    It was overkill in the most glorious sense of the word.  
 
    I turned away from the body, which spouted blood in Old Faithful-like gouts even before he’d hit the ground.  
 
    The other guy was nowhere to be seen. Oh no. He’d made it to the rocky outcropping, disappearing behind it.  
 
    I shoved off and ran for the spot.  
 
    I heard a scream, high-pitched and piercing. Oh no, oh no, oh no. I rounded the side of the boulder to find it was the Rising soldier screaming, Hannah’s finger jammed in his eye. All around him, the women medics were beating the living shit out of him, stripping him of his weapons. Adi stood in front of him as I watched. She spat in his face, aiming his own gun at him.  
 
    The others backed away, just in case her aim was off. The man, squinting from his one undamaged eye, held up his hands. “Please,” he said.  
 
    “Would you offer me the same mercy?” Adi said.  
 
    “Yes, yes, of course!” the man shrieked.  
 
    Adi, with her mind-reading ability, was the wrong person to lie to. “Liar,” she said, and then pulled the trigger.  
 
    His head exploded in a shower of gore and the rest of his body collapsed.  
 
    In front of me, Adi stumbled, and I realized she was injured, favoring one leg over the other. I wondered what had happened before I arrived on scene. There was no time to ask, however, as the rest of our troops began arriving in droves, many of them injured and holding hands to bullet wounds. Others carried their injured comrades, looking weary and worn out.  
 
    I grabbed an Ender troop that was nearby and seemed to be fine. “I’ve got Adi,” I said, who was sitting now, staring at the gun she’d used to kill the Rising soldier. “We have two trucks here. Let’s use them. Fill them to maximum capacity and then drive them to safety. Return for more troops. Make as many trips as you need to get everyone out who’s still breathing.” 
 
    I crouched next to Adi. “Are you okay?” I asked.  
 
    She flinched toward me. “Cutter,” she said. I took the gun from her shaking hands.  
 
    “I’m here. I’ve got you.” 
 
    She fell into my arms and I scooped her up. I made my way over to Gehn’s vehicle. Others were already piling in. Simon was nearby. He helped Keenak into the truck bed. “You should come too,” I said to the Insurgence leader.  
 
    “I’ll stay back to keep things organized. I don’t think they’re coming after us. Not yet anyway.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, loading Adi into the truck. I stayed with her, stroking her hair and trying to keep her calm. I was pretty sure it was the first man she’d ever killed, and I knew what that felt like. Her leg might be hurting, but her brain was hurting more.  
 
    Once we were full, Gehn drove us away, the shining city of Rome disappearing bit by bit behind us. 
 
    It wasn’t a victory, but it also wasn’t a defeat.  
 
    I considered it progress.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Regroup 
 
      
 
    The engine roared as the truck rumbled across the desert wasteland of the Ends. 
 
    Plumes of dust kicked up behind the truck. The truck bed bounced around each time we hit a stone, which was frequent. Everyone hung on as tightly as they could. Those in the back, whether injured or whole, held back any cries of pain or fear. The engine ran rough, which was no surprise to me. 
 
    It didn’t even dawn on me until we had been driving for ten or fifteen minutes that I was riding in a vehicle. Gehn was a good driver. I hadn’t been behind the wheel of a truck in a decade. If I was driving, would I crash the damn thing? I suspected my instincts would kick in, but still…it would feel utterly strange after all this time.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Adi asked. 
 
    “Me?” I replied. “I’m fine. Pissed off that we couldn’t breach the city limits, but fine. How’s your ankle?” 
 
    “Hurts,” she said, clutching her leg and wincing in pain with every bounce of the truck. I held her on my lap, stroking her hair. Every once and a while, Gehn glanced over at us.  
 
    “Sorry I can’t drive any more smoothly,” Gehn said. “The Ends aren’t really built for this kind of getaway. We’re going almost fifty miles per hour, which is as fast as I’m willing to push it. As soon as we get well clear of the city, I’ll drop you all off and head back for another load.” 
 
    “A little of both, probably,” I said. “We’re going about fifty miles an hour. Been a long time since any of us have gone that fast.” 
 
    We hit a bump that might as well have been a parking lot speed bump back in the day. The cab of the truck rocked violently and my head hit the roof. Adi cried out.  
 
    “Sorry,” Gehn said again, but didn’t slow any.  
 
    Looking out the window, I confirmed the other truck was right alongside us. The driver was Gehn’s sister, Hannah, and she looked as comfortable behind the truck wheel as I’d ever seen her, window down, blonde hair streaming out behind her. A massive brown cloud of dust followed their truck as well. 
 
    “When I asked if you were okay,” I said to Adi, “I didn’t mean your ankle.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to meet mine, beautiful and green. “I—I did what I had to do.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked. Whether you did the right thing…that’s not a question. That man…he deserved to die. He would’ve killed all of us if given the chance. And with the women, especially the Enders, he would’ve tried to do horrible things. Killing him was more than self-defense—it was justice.” 
 
    She blew out a breath, pushing a stray lock of dark hair away from her lovely face. “I know that. It’s just…” 
 
    When she didn’t finish the thought, I tried to come up with something to help, anything to say. My first kill had been so long ago it felt like a dream, even if the memory was as vivid as any other in my mind. We’d been pinned down during the Nor-Kor-Russian War. Several of the enemy thought it was their opportunity to rush us and finish off my entire platoon. I was tired and full of adrenaline and angry and… 
 
    I killed six men in short succession. Maybe I’d killed others previously as I shot across the distance between us and the enemy, but these were the first up close and personal. It was a strange feeling. I felt…powerful…almost godlike, watching the blood pump out of them, the color drain from their faces. At the same time I felt awful, sick to my stomach, like I’d eaten something that didn’t quite agree with me.  
 
    Still, I had been trained to kill. Yes, real men were as different than targets as night from day, but at least I was prepared for the deeds I’d committed. Adi was supposed to care for our injuries, save lives, not take them.  
 
    I was about to fumble my way through a speech to make her feel better, when Gehn beat me to it.  
 
    “You felt the thrill, didn’t you?” she asked.  
 
    Adi’s eyes flicked to her, but Gehn was laser-focused on driving. “Thrill…” she said, trying out the word. “That’s a good way to describe it.” 
 
    Gehn nodded. “I could never have killed anyone before the transformation,” she admitted. I found that hard to believe given her current level of badassery, but I knew she wasn’t lying.  
 
    “Me either!” Adi said. “To be honest, I’m shocked I was able to even now. And yet…” 
 
    “It felt good?” 
 
    Adi swallowed. “Yes? Is that a horrible thing to say?” 
 
    “With that guy?” I said. “Hell no. Anyone would’ve enjoyed killing him.” 
 
    Adi wouldn’t meet my eyes anymore. “What if I said I wanted to bring him back to life so I could kill him again.” 
 
    “I would say, find me a way to do it and I’d offer him up on a silver platter.” 
 
    “What if I wanted to leap on his dead corpse and drink his blood?” Adi said, her voice growing quieter as the sentence went on.  
 
    “Whatever floats your boat,” I said, which made her eyes snap back to me as a small laugh escaped her lips. “Look, I know Ender females have certain urges, and that’s cool with me. You are who you are. And, unlike male Enders, you all seem to be able to control your urges with greater ease. So I respect you even more for that. The fact that’s the first man you’ve killed is a testament to your strength of will.” 
 
    Adi stared at me fiercely. “Thank you, Cutter,” she said.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Most of the ride was silent after that. Gehn dropped us off a few more miles away and then headed back with Hannah to collect the next load. Once we were all well away from the city, we continued to leapfrog our way back to Paris.  
 
    The entire time my brain swarmed with thoughts that I couldn’t quiet down. 
 
    Now what do we do? Can we put these trucks to good use? There must be a way we can take advantage of them. What else is the Rising hiding? Is this a lost cause? 
 
    That last thought was my main concern. How many more men—or women—would we have to lose before we achieved our goal? Would we have to sacrifice everyone just to take down Atticus? Was taking down a dictator worth so much loss? 
 
    At least I knew the answer to the last question: Unequivocally yes. 
 
    We reached the limits of Paris several hours later, a long journey that felt so short compared to what it would’ve taken to walk the distance. It felt so strange. If both sides in this war had larger fleets of vehicles and plenty of fuel, we’d be able to attack at will. It would be over in days rather than months. Speaking of which… “Gehn, how’s the tank looking?” 
 
    “Pretty damn empty.” 
 
    “Shit.” One of the first orders of business would be to find a way to refuel these babies. 
 
    Gehn pulled up in the main Parisian square and threw the truck into park. After she killed the engine, I leaned back and rested my head against the headrest behind me. 
 
    “That was a lot faster than walking,” Adi said with a slight smile, leaning up to kiss my chin. She was trying her best to keep the mood positive, something I appreciated more than I could express in words. 
 
    I smiled back. “I could get used to riding like this.” Gehn was watching us curiously. I couldn’t tell what her expression meant. She’d never shown any signs of jealousy before, not with her own sister or when we’d added Belenie to the group. On the contrary, she and Belenie had got on very well. She also knew I’d been with Vega—I didn’t keep secrets from those I cared about—and had had no issue with it. Enders tended to have a freer sense of sexuality than human women.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “Just tired.” 
 
    We climbed out of the cab of the truck. I helped Adi, who attempted to stand on her bum leg. No luck. It couldn’t hold any of her tiny weight. I scooped her up and she wrapped her arms around me.  
 
    The rest of the troops were emerging from the first two truckloads, setting up in small groups, preparing cookfires and tending to the injured. Carrying Adi, I walked along the line, speaking to each and every man and woman, Ender and human, making sure they were okay.  
 
    When I was finished, I headed back toward the trucks. Hannah and Gehn had the hoods open and were inspecting the engines along with Belogon. “You know much about vehicles?” he asked.  
 
    The sun blazed high overhead, causing sweat to trickle down my forehead. “Enough to be dangerous,” I said, peering inside. “The Rising fixed them up pretty well,” I admitted. 
 
    “Not the Rising,” Vega said, approaching. The curvy woman pushed in close to me and I could smell her sweat mixed with the dust coating her skin. “My people did all the hard work on these babies before Atticus realized we were double-crossing them.” 
 
    “What did you do for fuel?” 
 
    “Salvaged it from old fuel stations,” she said. “A little at a time. Most of them had been cleaned out when the shit hit the fan—people trying to escape the inescapable. But gather enough drops of water and you have yourself a river.” 
 
    Jesus. It must’ve taken months, if not years, to fill a single tank. That made our chances of refilling them next to impossible. “The fuel was still usable?” 
 
    She shrugged. “More or less. It was getting close to expiration, but once it was mixed up, it was good enough. Beats the hell out of the engines, but Atticus didn’t care about that. He just wanted an advantage over you.” 
 
    That sounded about right. 
 
    As I turned to look at the other truck, Simon came into view. “You doing okay?” I asked as he approached. 
 
    Simon took a long, deep breath. “Yeah, I think so,” he replied. “Keenak and I both thought we were dead. Those trucks got pretty damn close.” 
 
    “I was more worried about the guns,” I said. “Hard to outrun machine guns.” 
 
    Simon glanced up at the gun mount on the nearest truck. “Sorry about those,” he said. “Atticus had my people working on them for several months.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but to laugh. The very rebels who were now allied with us had been forced to help Atticus in order to hide their true intentions. It was a strangely amusing contradiction, except for the fact that it was fucking killing us. At least we had them now. I just didn’t know if we had enough time for them to work similar technological magic for us. It seemed like the end of the war was imminent, one way or another. Then again, there had only been two real battles. Who knew how many more there would be? 
 
    I leaned back against the hot metal of the truck, enjoying the feeling of having a vehicle again, and taking a minute to relax my arms that were beginning to tire from hauling Adi around. “Where do we go from here?” I asked the void.  
 
    Though it was meant to be a question to my consciousness, Simon answered anyway. “We don’t know for certain whether Atticus knows about the Insurgence,” he said. “For all I know, he might think I was captured by you.” 
 
    I frowned. “Atticus may be a sadistic bastard, but he’s no dummy. Having two of his top people—you and Vega—disappear at the same time? He’ll smell a rat for sure.” 
 
    “Not if I show up beaten and abused,” he said. “I’m a decent enough actor. I think I can pull it off.” 
 
    “You want to try to infiltrate his inner circle by faking being a hostage?” I didn’t like the idea. Simon was a valuable piece of this puzzle given his know-how and insider knowledge of the Rising’s inner workings. I hated to risk losing him. Still, he might be able to access some information that could help us. The risk could be worth it. Plus I still had Keenak, who knew more about Atticus considering he was his son than anyone else in the Ends. 
 
    “You’re not going alone, then,” I insisted. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “Cutter, if you go with me, they’ll just kill both of us,” Simon said. “We can’t risk that.” 
 
    “We won’t,” I said. “I’ll escort you to the city but not go inside. You can sneak in and do what you need to do. I wait outside, we join up when you get back. And if any trouble starts brewing, at least you’ll have some backup. If you don’t come out within a set time period, say twenty-four hours, then I go in after you.” 
 
    “I’d prefer if you stay here,” Simon said. “We can’t risk losing you, not right now.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Look, I’ve never been very good at sitting still and I won’t require anyone to take a risk that I’m not willing to take myself. It’s just not in my DNA.” 
 
    Simon sighed. “Fine, if you insist. But give me the full twenty-four hours. Not a second earlier.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said.  
 
    “Count me in,” Vega said. Simon opened his mouth as if to argue, but then shut it when Vega shot him a stare that could kill a lesser man. 
 
    “I’m going, too,” Gehn said, having overheard the conversation. 
 
    Hannah said, “And me.” 
 
    Once, I might’ve tried to convince them to stay and rest. Once, I might’ve believed them to be incapable of going on such a high-risk mission. Not anymore. I trusted these women with my life, and though I hated seeing them in peril, I wouldn’t begrudge them the opportunity to serve. Plus, I never minded the company.  
 
    “No argument, Cutter?” Hannah asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    I shook my head. “The more the merrier.” I looked down at Adi. “Sorry, I have to leave again. You’ll be okay here, yeah?” 
 
    She smiled at me. “I’m a grown woman, Cutter, I can take care of myself. Once my ladies get this ankle wrapped up I’ll be helping them care for the rest of the injured.” 
 
    Of course she would. Like me, this was in her DNA. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s gather some supplies and then get a few hours of shuteye. We’ll leave at dusk. How much fuel does your vehicle have left, Hannah?” 
 
    “Half a tank.” 
 
    I weighed the value of having a fueled-up truck for emergencies with the need for urgency in the current mission. Time was of the essence. After the last battle, Atticus would think we needed time to recover and regroup. Our best chance for a stealth mission was now, when his guard was down.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We’ll take the truck. It should get us there and back before dying.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    A much-needed respite 
 
      
 
    I lifted the flask to my lips and downed a good swig of scotch. Gathering some much-needed supplies at one of the Parisian bars had been crucial to our preparations. I figured I’d have a bunch of waiting to do after we arrived, so I wanted to have something to do. Drinking worked just fine. 
 
    As soon as we’d arrived within sight of the twinkling lights of Rome, Hannah had pulled the truck behind a large outcropping to keep it hidden, and Simon had hopped out. “Hit me,” he’d said, when I emerged beside him.  
 
    I knew this was what was needed, but I took no pleasure in it. Still, I knew I needed to do the job properly. So I relaxed my body and pretended like I wasn’t willing to do it. “Simon, do we really need to—” I hit him before I finished the sentence, cold-clocking him in the jaw with a fair amount of force but pulling the punch at the very end to avoid breaking his jaw. He staggered back, stunned, but holding his feet. I was damn impressed. “You know how to take a punch.” 
 
    “I boxed in college,” he admitted. “Hit me again.” 
 
    My eyes had widened, genuinely surprised. He never seemed the type. But hey, who was I to prejudge a man’s abilities?  
 
    I doubled him over with a solid shot to his abdomen which was intended to bruise not break. An uppercut to the nose bloodied him. The blood was for added effect. The more of it the better. People saw what they wanted to see. When he came staggering into Rome they would see a man beaten within an inch of his life rather than someone with superficial wounds.  
 
    Simon had fallen to the ground, though I hadn’t hit him that hard. “Sorry,” I said. “Too much?” 
 
    He laughed and spit out some blood. “Told you I could act. Kick me now.” 
 
    Jesus, I thought. This guy is nuts. 
 
    I shrugged and kicked him a few times in places that would create some beautiful bruises but not hurt him too much. I needed him to be able to walk but not without a very real limp.  
 
    It had worked pretty well. He’d looked like hell when he set off into the darkness with Vega. She would also pretend to have been captured, which would explain both their absences from Rising duty. She’d say I tortured Simon to get information out of her, making her watch the whole thing. They’d concoct some bullshit story about their escape, how they stole one of the trucks we’d stolen, but that it broke down five miles or so away. They’d walked the rest of the way.  
 
    I had to admit, it was a realistic story. Atticus, hopefully, would buy it. 
 
    Now, I placed my feet up on a rock staring up at the blue sky and trying to distract myself from thoughts of what might be happening inside the city. It was hard, especially because the memories of the last two battles rolled through me like dark clouds showing signs of a brewing storm. I took another drink, hoping to dull my senses enough to just enjoy the break from the action. It was hard to believe that this land—so tranquil and calm—was filled with war less than two days earlier. 
 
    “Hey Cutter,” Hannah said.  
 
    I lolled my head to the side to look at her. She and Gehn were flanking me, also enjoying the peace and quiet. Her slim figure cut an attractive view against the horizon. She was resting on her elbows, one knee crooked up and the other flat. Her midriff was bare, drinking in the sunlight, tanned from long days spent outdoors. Her chest looked like twin peaks on the smooth desert of her abdomen. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You bored?” 
 
    “Sorta. You?” 
 
    She gave me that come-hither look she had mastered many years earlier. I smirked. I looked over at Gehn, who wore a sly smile. “We could all use something good,” she said. She rolled over onto her stomach, and with animalistic intention, crawled toward me. A shadow on the opposite side made me struggle to decide which way to look. The gorgeous sisters crawled in from either side to catch me in between them. 
 
    I took one more swig and then offered it to Gehn first. She drank deeply and then kissed me so I could taste a portion of the burning liquid, our tongues lapping at it together. Hannah was touching my back now, pulling at my shirt, which was a completely unnecessary article of clothing at this point. I pulled away from Gehn just long enough to offer the flask to Hannah. She ignored it, dragging her tank top over her head and exposing her luscious, dark-tipped breasts. She tossed the fabric aside and grabbed the flask, pouring it onto her tits and then dipping her chin to lick at her own nipples. “Want a taste?” she asked, as sexy as hell.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said gruffly, roping an arm around her waist and pulling her on top of me. She dangled her breasts onto my lips and I sucked on them, tasting her skin and the whisky together. I flicked her nipples with my tongue, which made her gasp. “It’s been too long, Cutter. You’re spread too thin.” She ground her hips against my growing erection as I cupped her ass through her tight jeans.  
 
    “You two should never be strangers,” I said. “I always have time for you both.” 
 
    “Not what I meant,” Hannah said, squeezing her tits together so I could lick both at the same time. “I meant you should kill more birds with the same stone. Invite us all to the party.” 
 
    My erection grew by half at those words. She’d said similar before, but still… I thrust against her and she said, “More.” 
 
    Gehn slid down our side and got to work on her sister’s jeans, pulling them over her curvaceous hips and off her legs. I reached down to feel Hannah’s wetness as she reared up so her sister could unbuckle my belt and drag off my pants. Gehn pressed her head beneath her sister’s pussy and my dick and then sucked on my shaft, stiffening it further. She pulled back and helped her sister onto it.  
 
    I entered her wetness, feeling her warmth envelop me as the added friction rolled through me. I cupped her now-bare ass with both hands and helped her ride me. She reared up like a striking cobra and grabbed her tits, squeezing and playing with her nipples. Her golden hair cascaded around her with the sunbeams.  
 
    Behind her, Gehn was pulling off her dress from the bottom up, going from clothed to fully naked in one second flat. She was slightly taller and firmer than her sister, but equally gorgeous. She kissed her sister’s shoulder and her sister responded by turning her head and kissing her own sister on the lips fervently.  
 
    I watched them, more turned on than I’d ever been, and that was saying something.  
 
    I knew I was supposed to be thinking about something, worrying about something, but whatever it was felt so unimportant at this exact moment, which was exactly what I knew we all needed. Distraction.  
 
    Gehn finished kissing her sister, their tongues latching on for one final embrace, then she circled around to sit on my face. Her shaven pussy was ready, soft and wet as my tongue flitted inside, locating her clit and flicking it as she panted. She was on her knees so she wouldn’t put her weight on me, bouncing up and down on my mouth even as her sister rode my cock. My hands found their way up to Hannah’s breasts, fondling them, and then jumped across to her sister’s chest, grabbing a tit in each of my palms.  
 
    I wasn’t sure where one sister ended and then other began, only that their flesh and skin was like an oasis in the desert. The blood was rushing to my dick, so I slowed our grinding. Hannah sensed we needed to make it last so began thrusting at a more even pace, her ass sliding against my thighs. Gehn pulled herself off my face and my tongue slid out from between her legs, revealing Hannah’s continued riding.  
 
    Hannah grabbed shaft with both hands as she bit her lips and then drew me out. She eased backwards and then slid down to take me into her mouth. Gehn reversed her position and once more offered me her midsection, ass-first this time. I clamped her cheeks with both hands and licked her off as the sister’s took turns licking and sucking my cock. I wasn’t certain I had any blood left in my body to rush to my extremities, but it continued to flow, every nerve ending firing.  
 
    I couldn’t tell which sister was blowing me at any given time, only that they were both extremely good at it. Once more, they switched positions, helping me up to sitting so Gehn now could ride on my cock, reverse cowgirl-style. While she rode, I gripped her breasts from behind, playing with her nipples, which made her squeal. Hannah straddled her sister from the front, grinding against her and trying to feel the upper portion of my dick on her pussy. I could tell she was ready to climax, but I needed to get Gehn there first.  
 
    I thrust into her, deeper and deeper and she slapped her ass against me harder and harder, her high-pitched exhalations getting louder and louder until she shrieked and practically tumbled off me to the side.  
 
    I didn’t have a chance to catch my breath because Hannah immediately took her place, front ways, easing me back inside her, where she was oh-so-ready. “Fuck me so hard, Cutter,” she said, her mouth always growing slightly filthier when she was in the throes. I didn’t mind one bit.  
 
    “I hope you don’t like your brains,” I said. “Because I’m going to fuck them out.” 
 
    Her mouth opened at my words and her lips landed on mine, her tongue pressing into my mouth, rolling with mine. I cupped her ample tits with one hand, taking turns between them and when she reared up I sucked on them. My opposite hand reached all the way around her ass and caressed her pussy lips even as my dick slid against them.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she said. “Fuck, Cutter.” 
 
    So I did. I fucked her so hard she eventually screamed like a banshee in her orgasm. She toppled off, leaving me stiff and in desperate need of some TLC. Gehn, who’d had the chance to recover and was ready to go again, kneeled in front of me, ass aimed in my direction. She looked back expectantly.  
 
    I pulled to my knees and penetrated her from behind, thrusting into her and dragging her head back against my chest so I could more easily access her breasts. She shivered as I thrust into her, my excitement growing, adrenaline rushing through me. My climax built and built, like a fuse lit and burning toward an explosion. I held on as long as I could to ensure she would get to enjoy a double-climax. As soon as I could tell she was on the verge, her breaths coming out in hot waves, I released myself into her, filling her with my warmth, pumping several more times, slowing with each thrust, holding them for a few seconds and making her gasp again and again.  
 
    Hannah was back on her knees now, cupping her sister’s ass with one hand to help and pulling my chin to her to kiss with the other.  
 
    “Not bad, Cutter,” she said, when everyone was spent and exhausted. We slumped onto the warm ground in a pile, bodies melting together.  
 
    Resting my head on the ground, I closed my eyes to drink in the peace. It didn’t last long. 
 
    Footsteps scraped along the dirt. I shot up into a sitting position and extended my arms across Hannah and Gehn protectively, searching for my belt and the attached holsters holding Alpha and Beta. I squinted to make out the figure in the distance. 
 
    A female given the curvy silhouette.  
 
    “Cutter?” Gehn said, staring at the figure just like all of us were. “Is that…” 
 
    She didn’t give voice to the question, though we all knew exactly what she was asking, the figure as familiar to us as any other.  
 
    As the figure grew closer, I could see it was a young woman with a gorgeous figure. She was wearing tight shorts and a gray tank top. Her dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail. 
 
    It was Belenie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The truth 
 
      
 
    The way she was approaching, nonchalant, wearing a smile, not a mark on her from her time since being taken by the Rising, told a thousand stories. From where I was sitting, none of them were good.though I still had my gun aimed at her, she walked up to me with a slight smile on her face. 
 
    From where I was sitting, none of them were good. 
 
    I found my weapon but didn’t aim it. Why would I need to aim at Belenie?  
 
    In the back of my mind, I knew the reason. She hadn’t been taken by the Rising; she’d gone of her own accord, offered herself up. Why would she do that if not to betray us? Yet here she was.  
 
    Gehn seemed to realize the same thing at the same time, because she stood up, still naked, and drew her sword.  
 
    “Put the sword down, Gehn,” Belenie said. “You’re not going to kill me.” 
 
    “Try me,” Gehn said. 
 
    “It’s not what you’re thinking.” 
 
    Gehn opened her mouth to say something, but I cut her off because she looked like she might just follow her words up with a heavy slash. “How did you know we were here?” I asked.  
 
    “Simon and Vega marched into the city like returned war heroes,” she answered. “So I suspected you had to be around somewhere. I looked for places you might be hiding. This is the third place I tried.” 
 
    Shit. “Simon is fucked then?” 
 
    She shook her head with an almost-confused look on her face. “Depends on how convincingly he can maintain the ruse.” 
 
    Wait…what? “You didn’t tell Atticus about the Insurgence and our alliance with them?” I didn’t know what I could believe at this point, but everything felt…wrong. 
 
    “Of course not. Why would I do that?” 
 
    Gehn released an exasperated breath and drove her sword point first into the ground to release some of her anger. Hannah, also naked, hadn’t said a thing yet and was just watching the exchange from her spot on the ground. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Bel said, a frown creasing her forward. “You think—you think I betrayed you? Oh shit, I didn’t mean to…oh shit.” 
 
    Now I was really confused. “We thought you were being held hostage and then you march out of the city as pristine as ever. Hell, you look healthy and well.” 
 
    “Would you rather I look sickly and injured?” 
 
    “No, Bel, that’s not what I’m saying. Just, please, explain what’s going on here.” 
 
    Gehn cursed under her breath. 
 
    Belenie glanced at Gehn, then back at me. “Looks like I missed all the fun.” I could tell it was her attempt to lighten the mood, but it failed miserably. “Sorry, I know I have some explaining to do. Look, I didn’t plan any of this.” 
 
    “You didn’t plan to betray us?” Gehn spat. “Oh good, that makes me feel so much better.” 
 
    “I didn’t betray you!” Bel insisted. “If I did, would I march out here to find you, unarmed? You could kill me right now if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Gehn said.  
 
    I shot Gehn a look that I hoped conveyed a message to cool it. Whatever this was, I needed to understand it fully and completely. “Just tell us what happened that night. We lost a good man and thought we’d lost you too.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “I took a late-night walk. The cave wasn’t agreeing with me. I couldn’t sleep in that place—it felt too much like a cage.” 
 
    I interrupted, briefly. “Derig saw you?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “He tried to talk me out of going for a walk, but I insisted. He said he could escort me, but I didn’t want him to leave his post at the front of the cave. I convinced him it would be fine, that I just needed some fresh air. How is the ol’ lug anyway?” 
 
    I hadn’t said who’d been killed and she hadn’t asked. She thought Derig was still alive. “He’s the good man we lost,” I said.  
 
    Her eyes darted to mine and I saw a flash of pain there. Every instinct told me it was real. Why would a traitor care about what happened to a male Ender on the opposite side? The answer: she wouldn’t. “I’m—I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Because you weren’t here,” Gehn said. She pulled on her dress, rucking it up over her hips. She tossed Hannah her jeans and tank top. Hannah ignored them, content to rest nude in the sun.  
 
    “I’m sorry, okay? Like I said, I went for a walk. The night was beautiful, the sky full of stars. I wasn’t really paying attention. It was quiet and calm. I walked further than I had planned. That’s when the Rising jumped me.” 
 
    I looked her up and down. No bruises. No injuries. No signs of a struggle. “You healed yourself,” I said, finally realizing the obvious. 
 
    She nodded. “Two black eyes, a busted lip. A broken pelvis. As they were kicking me, I thought I was going to die. I was healing myself as they were beating me. They were calling me all sorts of filthy names while they wailed on me. Finally, I said four words that made them stop.” 
 
    “Bel, I’m sorry,” I said, curiosity gnawing at me. “What did you say?” 
 
    Gehn had stopped her glaring and now stood, hand on hip, head cocked to the side.  
 
    “I said, ‘I work for Atticus.’” 
 
    Ahh. So there it is. “You pretended to be a spy for Atticus?” 
 
    “Something like that. At first I just said it out of desperation, but then, after they fought all of you and we traveled back to Rome, I had time to plot things out. I became a spy for Atticus. He didn’t know it yet, but I was going to work for him.” 
 
    “He trusted you enough that you could just slip out of the city to find us just now?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I had to—do something—to get out here.” She didn’t elaborate on what she had to do, but I could tell she was embarrassed, so I didn’t ask. “But I’m working on gaining his trust so I can be an effective double-agent, like the Insurgence. I want more than anything to take down that motherfucking asshole.” 
 
    I’d never heard Belenie curse with such aggression. I felt truth in her words, in her objective. But Gehn wasn’t as convinced. “What did you tell him?” she asked, a challenge in her tone. “Atticus, I mean. He must’ve interrogated you, so what did you tell him to convince him you were willing to turn your back on your own kind to work for him?” 
 
    Belenie looked crestfallen. “I—I couldn’t lie to him, not fully. I had to give him some truth, or else he would know I was lying and had me killed.” 
 
    “What. The. Hell. Did. You. Tell. Him?” Gehn asked again.  
 
    Bel looked down. “I told him about the Insurgence.” 
 
    I let out a breath. “That’s fine. He probably already knows about them.” Hell, he’d already been rounding up members well before we connected with Simon and Vega.  
 
    “She’s holding something back,” Gehn said, eyes narrowed to fine points.  
 
    “I’m not,” Bel said. “I’m just trying to explain.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “What else is there?” 
 
    “I named a name.” 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    “Whose name?” 
 
    She stared at her feet.  
 
    “Bel, c’mon, this is important.” 
 
    She looked up, tears in her eyes. “Vega,” she said. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. Gehn stepped forward. “You,” she said. “You.” I was proud of the anger in Gehn’s tone. Not long ago she wouldn’t have given two shits about a human woman named Vega. Hell, she seemed ready to kill Vega herself. But now…now she considered her a friend. The world was changing, and we were at the forefront of it.  
 
    But Vega. Shit. We’d inadvertently served her up on a silver platter.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Two little ducks 
 
      
 
    Belenie left soon after. I told her she didn’t need to go back, that she could stay with us, but she said she needed to make up for her mistakes now more than ever. She would play double-agent as long as she could. 
 
    I knew she hadn’t done any of it on purpose. Going for a walk alone that night was a mistake. Revealing Vega’s treason was another mistake. But she’d never had ill intentions toward us. She was trying to survive, just like everyone else in the Ends. I pulled her into a hug just before she left. Gehn stared daggers at me but I ignored her. I understood her anger, but I felt only loss at Belenie leaving us again.  
 
    “Give us half a day’s head start before you tell Atticus anything,” I said. 
 
    “I will,” she promised, kissing me. I kissed her back, relishing the touch of the affectionate woman.  
 
    As her form diminished in the distance, melting into the heat blazing onto the city, Gehn said, “I don’t trust her.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” I said. Gehn was once a mystery to me, but not anymore. I understood her more than she would ever know.  
 
    “I do? Explain it to me, Cutter, because I don’t see how any of us could possibly trust her anymore.” 
 
    Hannah finally stood, her nude form like that of a Greek goddess. She draped her tank top over her head and slid her arms through. Then she shimmied into her jeans. I watched her, sensing she was about to break her long silence. She placed a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “Because you love her,” she said, “just like we all do.” 
 
    Gehn stiffened and glared at her, not giving an inch. Until, finally, slowing, like a slow-motion video of a stone being dropped into the glassy surface of a still pond, the tension in her body shattered. She visibly slumped into her sister’s arms. Hannah held her as she sobbed. Gehn could be a tough-as-nails woman, something I loved about her. But she was also emotional, real, human, regardless of her transformation into an Ender.  
 
    “I miss her,” Gehn said.  
 
    “I know,” Hannah said. “Me too. But she’s trying to do the right thing, just like we are. She didn’t know Vega would walk into Rome like this. What she did was an accident.” 
 
    Although Hannah spoke the truth, it didn’t help fill in the empty space in my chest.  
 
    About an hour later, Simon approached in the distance. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    As I watched him, I deluded myself into thinking Vega was walking behind him so I couldn’t see her, blocked by his larger form. Denial was a form of self-torture, so sweet for a while until it became a dagger to the heart. The moment the dagger pierced me was the moment I saw Simon’s eyes, dark and shadowy, like he’d seen a ghost.  
 
    I expected Simon to be anxious. His mission had been fraught with risk. But the look in his eyes was not anxiety. He shuffled his feet as he walked, staring down at the dirt in front of his path. He kept his eyes down, never once looking up to even make sure that he was going the right direction. 
 
    For some reason, a song I used to sing to my kid popped into my head. It was about ducks going out to play. It started with five and each day one fewer would return. Until there was only one left. At the end of the song, all the ducks come back. Unfortunately, this was reality, not some children’s song.  
 
    My stomach tightened up, even though I already knew what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth. Or at least part of it. 
 
    “Tell me she’s not dead,” I said, willing it to be true. 
 
    I realized his eyes were more than just dark. They were wet. Red. From crying. I’d never seen the self-assured man cry. But now, tears streaked his cheeks.  
 
    A mixture of grief and anger coursed through me in waves. I took a step, my teeth grinding together. I paced back the other way, hands tightening into fists. I wanted—no, needed—something to smash, to destroy. I needed an outlet for my pain, my anger, else it explode within me and take my body and bones with it.  
 
    But then I looked at Gehn, at Hannah.  
 
    They looked…broken. I went to them, hugged them, let their tears moisten my skin. I did not cry. Not while Atticus lived. I was as dry as desert sand. I wouldn’t just kill Atticus, I would make him suffer, mind and body in equal measure.  
 
    I didn’t tell Simon about Belenie, because it wouldn’t serve any purpose. I couldn’t have him hating her, blaming her. There was already enough of that going around. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said to him. “You don’t have to talk about any of it unless you want to.” 
 
    “She was…a good woman. Hard sometimes, but so good. Better than me. Better than any of us.” 
 
    I had only known Vega for a short time, but I agreed with every word. Hell, she’d overcome her past experience with Enders to join a whole army of them. Not just anyone would be able to do that. I remembered that one stolen night with her, how bold she’d been out in the rain, as water coursed down our bodies and we explored each other.  
 
    “Are you going to be okay? If you need…time…we can give it to you.” 
 
    “No,” Simon said, and I wasn’t sure which question he was answering. “Time is the last thing I need. I need action. I need revenge.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding him on a whole new level. “You will have it. We all will. What happened when you saw Atticus? He bought your story?” 
 
    “Hook, line and sinker,” he said. “I think the damage you inflicted helped, but the story about Vega searching for me and finding me half-dead didn’t fly with him, even though I confirmed it. For some reason, he already suspected her. He must’ve already known somehow.” 
 
    Not somehow, I thought. Belenie. “There was nothing you could do.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, teeth gritted. “That was the hardest part. If I had tried to stop him, to save her…” Fresh tears welled up in the man’s eyes. 
 
    “He would’ve killed you both. Your life would’ve been wasted.” 
 
    “I know, but I almost did it anyway. Wouldn’t you have?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about it, but, “Yes. I would have.” Simon nodded, as if he’d expected the answer. “Then why didn’t you?” 
 
    A small, sad smile. “Vega,” he said. “She made eye contact with me, even smiled a little. She shook her head and I knew exactly what she was trying to say. Don’t. Don’t do it. Don’t sacrifice everything we’ve built just for me. It was her last request. I couldn’t deny her. So I watched, gave her the respect of being her witness. It will haunt me for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “I…” Another apology would do nothing for this man’s grief. “I will help you kill Atticus,” I said instead.  
 
    Simon dashed away the tears with the back of his hand. “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    “How did you slip away?” 
 
    “Easily enough. Atticus sent me to a medic to get fixed up. When they weren’t looking, I walked right out the door.” 
 
    “Now he’ll know you’re a traitor,” I said.  
 
    “Good. I want him to know. I want him to lose sleep over it.” He rubbed his eyes. “This entire mission was a waste. I didn’t get any intel and we lost her.” He couldn’t say her name.  
 
    Not entirely a waste, I thought. We found out the truth about Belenie. But I couldn’t tell him that. Not yet anyway. It would hurt him too deeply and I didn’t know if he would seek revenge on her. I hated secrets. I hated keeping them, I hated others keeping them. But if keeping a secret meant protecting Bel, I would do it.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I was growing weary of returning to Paris as a failure. Even though I had zero control over what had happened in Rome, it still felt like everything fell on my shoulders. It did, in a way. Being the leader meant you were responsible for everything. The good, the bad and the ugly. These days the ugly seemed to be leading the way. Well, except for the company I kept. There was nothing ugly about Hannah, Gehn or Adi. Nor Belenie, despite her mistakes.  
 
    Then again, it seemed no matter what we did, we kept coming back with fewer soldiers. Hell, we only went out with five this time and we still came back with less. If this was a war of attrition, Atticus would win eventually. Which meant we needed to change things up. 
 
    Though we returned in the late afternoon because of the speed of our truck, we opted not to speak to anyone because we needed time to process. Belogon greeted us upon arrival, but I just shook my head and said, “We’ll talk tomorrow.” 
 
    We weren’t trying to be melodramatic. But at the same time, this constant failure was exhausting. I’d been a part of failed missions in a war before, but in my military days, we always pulled out a win eventually. I kept telling myself our win was coming. We just had to be patient. 
 
    That night, my mind raced, trying to process everything from the last 48 hours. I eventually managed to drift off to sleep, mostly because Adi, Gehn and Hannah all decided to crash in my bed with me. Their warmth, their presence, was a comfort to me. It gave me a break from myself, even without sex. That break, however, would be short-lived. 
 
    Even though they were painfully loud against the silent backdrop of night, I didn’t hear the engines revving at first. For whatever reason, my brain chose to ignore that initially. 
 
    The screaming is what woke me up. 
 
    It came from a woman. Just one woman unleashing a blood curdling howl in the darkness of the night. 
 
    I never saw her. I didn’t know who she was. And I didn’t really know why she screamed. Maybe she couldn’t sleep, like Belenie. Maybe she’d gone for a night walk, like Belenie, thinking she was safe here in Paris. Or maybe she hadn’t been caught by the Rising at all, but had just awoken when she heard the engines, looked out the window, and screamed at the top of her lungs. 
 
    Whatever the case, that scream jolted my eyes open. 
 
    Then I heard the rumble of approaching vehicles. 
 
    It shook my chest, my bones rattling. My teeth chattered. All around me, the women shook off their slumber too.  
 
    Still, it took us all a moment to shake off the fog. When I did, I realized exactly what was going on. 
 
    Suddenly, every second counted, and I needed to move quickly. 
 
    I leapt out of bed, threw on some clothes and barked out orders. “Gehn, get Belogon and organize the soldiers, whoever is well enough to fight. Hannah, get Belogon and bring him back here. Adi, organize your medics but stay out of sight until it’s over. We can’t lose any healers.” 
 
    I met Simon in the hallway. He looked tired as hell, dark circles under his eyes, but alert. He was in the process of pulling his shirt on. “Is it them?” he asked.  
 
    “Who else would it be?” I said. We both knew it had to be the Rising. They were the only ones with trucks. Well, except for us, but we only had two, and both were practically out of fuel. From the sounds of it, there were more than two trucks approaching, so it couldn’t be that a couple of our own had gone for a joyride.  
 
    We ran down the steps and stuck our heads out the doorway. To my right, my worst fears materialized. Trucks. More than a dozen of them, careening around the corner as they entered the city. Riders in the back—some gripping mounted machine guns, some gripping grenades, which they threw at the base of the first structures they passed. 
 
    A few buildings on the perimeter of the city were already up in flames. More explosions rocked the night. 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    I turned back to where the women were crowded around me. “Back exit,” I said. “Hurry. Follow my orders as fast as possible. And be safe.” I wanted to kiss each of them just in case, but there literally wasn’t time. “Simon, stick close to me.” 
 
    The only advantage we currently had was that the Rising had entered from the west and our army was encamped in the city center toward the east. Still, they would pass right by the Queen’s palace and her guesthouse as they roared through the city. Whatever temporary truce they’d had with Queen Sierra was clearly over. She would be furious, but that wouldn’t change anything. Her power was diminishing.  
 
    I bolted out the door with Simon in tow, sprinting away from the trucks, which growled behind me. Gunshots rang out, but not from the automatic weapons. Some of the Rising men were shooting pistols from the trucks. I cut left and right, making myself a difficult target to hit and hoping Simon followed my lead. He did, and actually passed me with his long legs. I was a decent runner over long distances, but over a short distance he had me. Which was fine by me, as long as it meant he made it to safety. Bullets sparked around his feet, glancing off the hard ground.  
 
    More explosions lit up the night. They were going to destroy the whole of Paris if we didn’t establish a counterattack.  
 
    I drew Alpha and Beta, pivoting in the same motion, firing each weapon in short succession—bang-bang! Bang-bang! Bang-bang! I hit a truck’s tire and it veered wildly out of control, slamming into a building and tossing several men from its bed. The driver went through the windshield and crashed into the wall. A couple men managed to survive, staggering from the vehicle, likely groggy with concussions. I shot them both dead and then turned and chased after Simon just as another vehicle veered around the first. I could win in a shootout against the entire fleet of Rising trucks, but at least I’d bought us some time.  
 
    Simon cut left down the street leading to the city center. A few moments later, I did the same, bullets whining past my head. I almost crashed into Belogon, who was running in the opposite direction. “The fuck is happening?” he asked.  
 
    “We’re under attack.” 
 
    “I know that. I need intel. Numbers, weapons, etc.” 
 
    Of course that’s what he meant. He was the strategist, after all. “At least a dozen trucks,” I said, speaking fast, like an auctioneer. “Eight men to a truck, more if you include the drivers. Machine guns mounted. Hand-held explosives of some sort.” 
 
    “Shit. That’s a hundred enemies.” 
 
    “We have five hundred,” I said.  
 
    “Two hundred are injured.” 
 
    “We still have the numbers.” 
 
    “But not the firepower.” 
 
    “Why are we arguing?” I asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s go. The soldiers are preparing a defense.” 
 
    We raced back toward the city center, the roar of trucks behind us. Gehn was organizing the troops. Hannah had already moved both trucks to block the entrance to the square. They may be almost out of gas, but they still had machine guns with ammo to spare and could be used as shields.  
 
    Rows and rows of soldiers looked ready to fight, some of them not even fully clothed or wearing shoes. They were, however, all armed. The injured were in the process of being carried to the back of the square, as far away from where the action would take place as possible. The speed with which the two sisters, with Belogon’s assistance, had organized everything was amazing.  
 
    Then I spotted, of all people, the Queen herself, surrounded by guards. For the first time since I met her, she looked uncomfortable. I ran up to her. “How did you escape the palace?” I thought she might be the first one to get taken out. 
 
    “I was visiting with Belogon to get an update on your progress,” she said, regaining her composure. “Considering you never bother to inform me of anything.” 
 
    I didn’t have time for a pissing contest, so I said simply, “Later. I’m glad you’re here. The people need to see you. Can you do something for me?” 
 
    “You’re giving me orders?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Sierra. I don’t give a shit about the pecking order right now. We’re about to be destroyed, you understand that? All of us. Consider it a firm request if that helps. Head toward the more residential part of the city with your guards. People are going to be scared, coming out of their homes. Gather them and head north. It’s our only option.” 
 
    “You want to go to Geneva?” she said, incredulous. “I’m not abandoning my city.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” I said, pleading now. We were almost out of time, the sound of the trucks roaring in my ears. The chatter of automatic weapons on both sides rattled through my brainpan. “The city is lost. Our proximity is too close to Rome now that they have trucks. They can attack at will anytime with very little warning.” 
 
    I could see the indecision on her face, but then the moment her mind changed. “Don’t make me regret this, Cutter,” she said, as if I wasn’t the one trying to save her people.  
 
    “I won’t. Now fucking go.” 
 
    Any shock she might’ve felt at me swearing at her was lost in the moment as the gunfire intensified and then a raucous crash shook the very ground as one of the Rising trucks battered through the center of our two trucks.  
 
    I turned and fired, shoving the Queen away and hoping she obeyed my command and got as many of her people out of the city as possible. My first shot spiderwebbed the truck’s windshield, the second spiderwebbed the driver’s face, killing him immediately. The truck revved, his dead foot planted firmly on the accelerator, and I was forced to dive to the side as the truck barreled past, crashing into our makeshift podium and flipping onto its side, tires still spinning.  
 
    During the crash, we’d lost both our machine gunners, the men thrown from the truck beds. None of the other soldiers seemed to be making a move to replace them. I knew I was supposed to sit back and be a leader, but it just wasn’t in me to sit idle when a job needed to be done. I sprinted for the closest of the two trucks, hauling myself up onto it with a single leap and sliding into the gunner seat. I swiveled the weapon around just in time to lock onto the first of a trio of trucks that were following in the battering-ram truck’s wake, weapons chattering as the driver’s stuck their gun hands out the window and fired recklessly.  
 
    Rat-a-tat-a-tat-a-tat! My body shook as I pulled the trigger, holding it and spraying all three vehicles with bullets. The lead vehicle was quickly disabled, both tired exploding. The driver lost control, ducking back inside and trying to steer back to center but clipping the front bumper of the truck on its right. There was the screech of metal on metal as sparks flew. The side vehicle hit the wall and crunched inward, likely killing the dude riding shotgun. The driver was also killed as the center truck crushed him in the middle.  
 
    I continued targeting the lead vehicle, bullet holes appearing in its side as I worked my way to the back. The driver was dead, and now I got to work on the passengers. The machine gunner had a clear shot at me and tried to return fire, but I stung his hands and he reared back. I shot him and the others in rapid succession.  
 
    The third vehicle veered around the two disabled ones, with at least another half-dozen trucks churning in its wake.  
 
    Hold the line. That was the thought cycling through my head on repeat. We needed to give the innocents as much time as possible to escape the city.  
 
    With that in mind, I pulled the trigger, releasing a torrent of automatic gunfire, peppering the new lead vehicle, hoping I could create a pileup that blocked the others’ paths. The windshield cracked and then exploded inward, but the truck kept coming. The driver was alive, his head ducked low as he steered forward completely blind. It was a kamikaze move, but a smart one—I had to give him that. I changed my aim for the tires, but the angle was swiftly getting worse as the distance between us evaporated.  
 
    He was going to hit us, of that there was no doubt. I changed my tact, targeting the trailing vehicles, killing one unsuspecting driver which caused the truck to angle sharply left and smash into one of his buddies. I managed to spray another hundred bullets or so just before I braced for the impact from the oncoming “blind” driver.  
 
    I hung on for dear life, but the force was so powerful it wrenched my hands from the handlebars, tossing me aside like I weighed nothing. For a couple of frozen moments I was airborne, weightless, but then gravity resumed its hold and slammed me to the ground with enough force to punch the wind from my lungs.  
 
    Oh fuck, that hurt. 
 
    I lay there for a second, grateful I was thrown clear of the resulting crash, in which the two vehicles melded together like a pair of strange alien beasts mating. I could make out the driver through the destroyed windshield now. It truly had been a kamikaze mission—his eyes were open but not seeing anything but the great void beyond our world. 
 
    The other vehicles poured through the gap and into the square, where my soldiers—Enders and humans alike—charged.  
 
    It was the chaos of war, violent and bloody and merciless. Man fell upon man, and on occasion I spotted Gehn launching herself through the air and sinking her fangs into someone’s neck. She was built for this, plain and simple. Her sister was no weakling either. I spotted Hannah as she clambered into a truck bed and surprised a machine gunner from behind, drawing a dagger across his neck. She then turned and unstrapped her rifle from her back, unloading into the pack of soldiers streaming from the backs of the other vehicles.  
 
    I saw one try to take aim at her, but I managed to lift my arm high enough to shoot off his hand. My next bullet severed his spine and rendered him paralyzed for life. My breath was coming back now, and I dragged myself to my feet, adding my own bullets to the battle, taking cover behind a corner. For a minute it was like shooting fish in a barrel, but then more trucks arrived, running over groups of our soldiers like they were bowling pins and the trucks the fifteen-pound balls. It was gruesome to watch, but my mind shoved it all aside the way it was trained to do, something to be examined and considered later. For now, there was only action and counteraction. Attack and counterattack.  
 
    Things had been going reasonably well, but now we were losing.  
 
    Maybe we could even the odds and take the majority of the men with us into the grave, but for what? Just to hold a city that was already burning? No, a good leader needed to know when to retreat and when to hold the line. By now the Queen should’ve gathered the Parisian citizens and started their escape from the city.  
 
    The only problem: The Rising would pursue us as we fled. We would lose hundreds, if not thousands.  
 
    Unless… 
 
    Change the paradigm.  
 
    The trucks, I thought. They are the key. 
 
    “Gehn!” I shouted, spotted her running with animalistic intention toward a new target. She turned toward me, blood on her lips. “The trucks,” I mouthed.  
 
    She cocked her head, birdlike, and then I saw understanding dawn on her face like the sun cresting the horizon. She gave a single nod and hurried off. She was smart enough to not only carry out the plan but to pass the information along to others that she met along the way, including Hannah, who I saw jump from the truck bed and crack her rifle bed down viciously on the back of an enemy soldier’s head. He slumped over. She then turned and put two bullets point blank into each of the truck’s tires on the right side.  
 
    It was a hard pill to swallow. Winning the day and enjoying the spoils—a dozen trucks mounted with automatic weapons—would have been game-changing, but we weren’t going to win this fight, at least not 99 out of 100 times. And I wasn’t willing to risk our lives on a one percent chance of success. Thus, disabling the vehicles was the only viable option to give us a chance to escape.  
 
    The message was spreading, and our soldiers began focusing on the vehicles, shooting past the enemy to hit them. One exploded when the gas tank was ignited, taking out three or four enemies in the process. One of ours died in the blast too, the hazards of friendly fire. Soon all the vehicles were destroyed or disabled, some of the tires slashed by hand by Gehn’s long sword. I’d exploded two tires with shots from Alpha and Beta.  
 
    Time to go. 
 
    I ran from cover, shouting at the top of my lungs: “RETREAT!” 
 
    Heads turned in my direction, which was something that untrained soldiers tended to do, unfortunately. It cost several men, both human and Ender, their lives, as their enemies took advantage of the distraction, but shouting was the only way to get the message to everyone at once.  
 
    Although my forces had been trained in the art of retreat, some of them panicked in their haste to exit the square, turning tailing and bolting. They were quickly shot in the back. Most, however, made me proud, handling the retreat the smart way, backing their way out toward the butt of the square, funneling into the exiting street, firing the whole way, covering each other. I fired, too, on the run. Shooting while running was a difficult art, but one I’d practiced. A lot. Which meant I was able to do more than just force the enemy to take cover—I killed several of the bastards too. More, however, kept coming. One even tried to use one of the vehicles, flat tires and all. I shot him through the throat before he could even hit the accelerator.  
 
    I was the last to exit, which meant the enemy finally managed to poke their heads from cover to start shooting. I dove to ground as bullets whined overhead and then army-crawled like hell until the corner of one of the buildings provided enough cover for me to stand and run at a crouch, more enemy fire chiseling away chunks of stone from the surrounding structures.  
 
    As I ran, I fired blindly backwards, ensuring no one could pursue at a sprint.  
 
    Ahead of me the others were turning the corner onto the main thoroughfare leading out of the city. One man, a human I’d personally recruited at one of the outposts, was struggling to keep up, holding his side with one hand and trying to apply pressure to a wound that was slick with blood. I scooped him up in one arm on the run, still firing with the other arm.  
 
    The added weight made running awkward and I almost stumbled and fell before gaining my balance and thrusting the other arm beneath his knees. I threw him over my shoulder in an army carry. It would leave us both prone to attack from behind, but it was that or let him die.  
 
    I refused to let him die.  
 
    Something stung the back of my leg.  
 
    My adrenaline staved off the immediate agony of the bullet wound so I could keep running. Still, it hurt like hell and caused my run to turn into a weird gimpy limp-run. I growled against the pain and forged onwards. Ahead of me, Gehn had stopped—Hannah too.  
 
    There was a third woman with them—Adi. And, thank the gods, she had several of her medics with her and they were carrying makeshift stretchers, four women assigned to each. Two of the three already had passengers and were moving away, joining the retreat from the city. 
 
    I growled again and slung the injured man onto the last stretcher, which almost slipped from the carriers’ grips. “Steady,” I said, offering my own hand beneath the middle. “You got him?” 
 
    The four women nodded. “Good,” I said. “Go.” 
 
    I turned back to our pursuers, firing off a couple of quick shots just as the first two rounded the corner. They were hit high and thrown back like they’d been punched in the face, slamming hard into the two directly behind them. It slowed the rest of them down, making them cautious as they peeked around the corner.  
 
    We were already gone, booking down the street, all joining to help move the stretcher along while Hannah and I occasionally turned to fire at the enemy so they didn’t dare to stick their heads out of hiding.  
 
    And then we were clear of the city, which was good and bad. We weren’t limited by the city streets, but we also had no cover. “Spread out and run! North! North!” 
 
    And that’s exactly what we did. We ran as fast as our feet could go. We tried as hard as we could to put as many miles as possible between us and the city in hopes that the Rising would give up the pursuit. And, for the most part, they did, especially when a few of us found a natural bunker behind a fallen tree and began firing from a protected position. The few dogged pursuers who’d refused to give up finally dove to ground and crawled back toward the city they’d successful infiltrated and taken possession of.  
 
    The city that was now engulfed in flames.  
 
    No, they hadn’t taken possession of Paris—that had never been Atticus’s goal. Why would he want something tainted by Enders? His goal had always been to destroy the one truly safe haven the Enders had left, proving to us that he controlled everything.  
 
    All we had left was whatever we had on our backs. I ordered everyone to continue marching north, then hurried ahead to locate the Queen.  
 
    I wanted to shout at her, to tell her she’d been foolish for trusting in some bullshit truce with Atticus, but then I saw her eyes. 
 
    They were glistening.  
 
    I felt sorry for her, but also knew she wouldn’t respond to tenderness. No, this was a woman who responded only to strength.  
 
    “Get the fuck over it,” I said. “The city is lost, but your people are still alive. Pull yourself together and be the leader they need.” 
 
    Her jaw tightened as her teeth ground together. Then, to my surprise, she nodded and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    I knew what she meant. I’d saved her people by convincing her to leave the city when she wanted to stay. And then I’d hung back to give them time. But so what? That had been the only viable choice. “You’re welcome,” I said, considering our limited options at this point.  
 
    I didn’t know where we were headed. We could have gone anywhere. Simon caught up to us as I was mulling over the situation. I felt a powerful sense of relief that he’d made it out alive. 
 
    “Where to?” he asked. 
 
    “No clue,” I admitted. “Someplace not here.” 
 
    For the next several hours, very few of us spoke. There was no laughter or joy in our group. It was full of pain, loneliness, and anger. I knew I would need to turn the tide of our emotions at some point, but for now it was okay to be bitter, sad, defeated. Soon those emotions would all lead to anger and the desire to make the Rising pay. I could use that. Just not yet.  
 
    Simon finally squinted at the terrain and said, “I almost missed it, but I know this part of the Ends.” 
 
    “You know somewhere safe for us to hunker down for a while?” 
 
    He nodded. “It’ll be a tight fit, but it should work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Rebuilding strength 
 
      
 
    Our unplanned caravan traveled through the night, taking advantage of the cover of darkness and ensuring the distant fires of the burning city were nothing more than a red glow on the horizon. Nobody stopped. Nobody talked, either. Grief had settled in, and it hung in the air like a dense fog. 
 
    At one point we heard a distant growl. I stiffened, fear cutting through me. Not for myself, but for those under my care. I wasn’t certain they were ready to withstand another full-on assault. Thankfully, however, the shadows of only a pair of trucks passed by, well to our south, headed west in the direction of Rome.  
 
    “They cobbled together the spare tires from a bunch of the vehicles to get two up and running,” I said to no one in particular. It was smart and would allow at least some of the men to get back to Atticus to tell him what had happened. I wasn’t surprised that the two vehicles hadn’t tried to hunt us down. We still had a large enough force to take down a measly two vehicles and their passengers.  
 
    The sun rose, and we walked. It beamed down on us from high in the sky, and we walked more. 
 
    “How much further?” I asked Simon. 
 
    He scanned the terrain. “We’re here.” He gestured to a few boulders dotting a gradually rising hill.  
 
    I frowned. “Here where? There’s nothing.” I couldn’t see how our people would all fit in the area between the few boulders.  
 
    “Trust me,” was his only response. He led us up the hill to the first of the boulders. Which wasn’t a boulder at all, but a painted canvas tarp made to look like a boulder. He made a sound from the back of his throat before pulling back the tarp. Eyes stared up at us from a hole in the ground.  
 
    “Holy shit,” a voice said.  
 
    “I’ve been called worse,” Simon said.  
 
    “It’s been a while, boss.” 
 
    “True that, Sammy.” 
 
    Sammy was a wiry fellow with a crooked nose who liked to say holy shit. In fact, he said it almost a dozen times under his breath as more and more of us clambered down the ladder and into the hidey hole beneath the hill. This one was reinforced with wooden beams that were old and aging and didn’t exactly inspire confidence in their ability to prevent a cave in. Not that we had much of a choice.  
 
    I helped the medics haul the injured off the stretchers and carry them down the ladders. It seemed weird to only have three seriously injured in our group, but that was only because anyone else hurt had been killed, a sobering thought that made me feel selfish when I finally checked the injury to my leg.  
 
    “You’re bleeding,” Adi said, noticing it as well.  
 
    “I was hit when we fled the city,” I said. “I’m pretty sure it missed the bone and maybe went straight through. It’s not like I’d had the chance to inspect the wound yet.  
 
    “Lie down,” she ordered. 
 
    I obeyed, allowing her to roll up my pant leg, which was saturated with blood.  
 
    “A through and through,” she confirmed. “That’s good. We won’t have to dig out the bullet, unless it fractured when it entered your skin.” 
 
    Gehn and Hannah huddled around too. “We could really use Belenie,” Hannah said.  
 
    “Fuck that bitch,” Gehn said.  
 
    “Hey now,” I said. “She’s trying to help us. In her way.” 
 
    “She could help by being here,” Gehn said. “I still don’t trust her. She got out of the city. She could’ve stayed. But she chose to go back.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “She chose to put her own life in peril for the greater good.” 
 
    Gehn showed one of her fangs and shook her head. Her tail switched back and forth as she walked away, not wanting to argue.  
 
    Hannah said, “She’ll come around. She just feels betrayed. I’ll talk to her.” 
 
    “I know. It’s fine. She’s right: We could use Belenie, but luckily we have another kind of healer.” I smiled at Adi though my leg was throbbing now. 
 
    “I—I don’t have any healing ability.” 
 
    “Of course you do. It takes longer, but it’ll get the job done.” 
 
    She managed a smile, firmed up her chin, and began organizing her medics, both to help me and the other injured men. Soon our wounds were cleaned and dressed. “You should get some rest,” I said to Adi. Hannah had already gone to speak to her sister. All around us, most of the group was sleeping peacefully, their bodies scattered throughout the cave.  
 
    Adi said, “So should you.” 
 
    “I will, soon.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll return to clean your wound in a few hours.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She kissed me on the lips, her warmth filling me. I needed it and melted into her for a second, until a wave of pain crashed through me and I stiffened. “Sorry, I hurt you.” 
 
    “You could never hurt me,” I said, cupping her chin and drinking her in with my eyes. I made sure my thoughts told the exact same story so she could read them. At the same time, her gorgeous figure caused my mind to stray to other thoughts, despite my injury.  
 
    “We will do that again,” she promised. “But not until your leg is on the mend.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said, pecking her on the lips. 
 
    She pulled away and found an open spot. Soon her chest was rising and falling as she slept.  
 
    Sleep was another matter for me. My mind was filled with images of the burning city. Of those we’d lost. Of the broken expression the Queen had worn before I gave her a dose of tough love. I had to admit, my confidence was waning. The Rising continued to remain two steps ahead. And anytime we took a step or two forward, they shoved us back three.  
 
    I tried to think of things that would give me comfort and remind me of my purpose. All the women made it out safely. And Gehn was sleeping soundly, which had to count for something. Given her premonitions, things must be okay, at least for the minute. She would let me know if her visions had changed. If not, then we still had a chance to invade Rome and take the fight to Atticus. We just needed to stay the course. 
 
    I looked around. A few other members of our group were still awake, talking in low tones. Like me, sleep eluded them. 
 
    My mind drifted back to Belenie, and I wondered what she was doing right now, whether she was speaking to Atticus, maybe even healing some of the Rising soldiers we’d injured during the battle in order to prove to Atticus that she was willing to help him.  
 
    Having her on the inside definitely wasn’t a bad thing, but how to use it? 
 
    With that question spiraling through my mind, I finally drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Royals 
 
      
 
    The next morning, most of the group milled about with not much to do. In a sense, we were still recovering from the events of the previous two nights. Many of us were in a strange place that we had never been in before, and we still had to deal with the fact that Paris was, in all likelihood, destroyed. 
 
    The city had been my home for a short while, but for many in our company, it had been their homes for years. Destroyed in a matter of minutes.  
 
    The mood, therefore, was somber. Few were joking around. Some held conversations, some sat and stared at the ceiling of the cave. Others slept, even though they’d been sleeping for more than fourteen hours already. 
 
    I limped amongst the group, trying my best to keep spirits up until Simon and I could get together with Belogon and figure shit out. 
 
    When I spotted Simon speaking to Sammy, I interrupted them. “We need to talk. You, me, Belogon.” 
 
    Simon waved me off. “We will, but don’t rush this, Cutter,” he said. “Relax for a while. Rest. Let your injury heal. I know this isn’t a vacation or anything, but we’re safe here for now. So take a break from everything.” 
 
    At first, the suggestion annoyed me. Just relax? Wait to come up with a game plan? It was infuriating. We needed to get together and figure out a solution. 
 
    But the more I thought about it, the more it made sense. We were low on supplies and ammo. The two trucks we’d commandeered were either destroyed or back in the hands of the enemy. So the wait-and-see mentality wasn’t the worst strategy at this particular moment. Still, despite the soundness of Simon’s logic, “relaxing” wasn’t something that came naturally to me.  
 
    So, instead, I went to have another hard conversation. 
 
    Thus, I located the Queen, who was sitting off to the side apart from the others. Amongst us but not a part of us, I thought. I understood that her leadership style was different to mine, but that didn’t make it right. Why continue to lift yourself onto a pedestal when the world beneath you is crumbling. She had her usual retinue of guards protecting her, her eyes closed in what appeared to be some kind of meditation. Her hands rested in her lap, her palms up. She seemed to be a portrait of calmness in a sea of uncertainty. 
 
    The guards blocked my path to her.  
 
    “Seriously?” I said. “Aren’t we past this by now?” 
 
    The guards looked uncomfortable at my words but didn’t move. Their loyalty to Sierra was absolute. I wondered what she’d done to earn such respect.  
 
    They only moved when her lips moved and said, “Let him approach.” 
 
    Approach. As if she’d already claimed this section of the cave as her territory. It pissed me off more than a little.  
 
    When the guards shifted out of my path, I limped between them and stood before Sierra. I said nothing. I wouldn’t speak to her until she acknowledged me. Slowly, she opened her eyes and looked up at me from her seated position. 
 
    “Cutter,” she said. “How can I help you?” 
 
    I squinted one eye and gritted my teeth. “This is your fault.” 
 
    She glared at me. “You want to pass judgement on me? Until you showed up the Rising left us alone in our city.” 
 
    “Yes, while they murdered any Ender out of your city. While you did nothing but eat fruit from your personal garden.” 
 
    “How dare you?” she said. “I supported you. You wouldn’t have anything resembling an army without my support. And what has it done for my people? Culled our numbers further.” 
 
    “Have you counted lately? We added to your numbers.” 
 
    “With humans.” She said the last part with a sharp edge to her tone, an edge that told me something I’d never really comprehended before.  
 
    She hated humans. 
 
    “Ah, I see clearly now.” 
 
    “Congratulations.” 
 
    “While I’m trying to bring us together, you are still pulling us apart. Thanks for that.” 
 
    “I do not subscribe to the ‘eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth’ approach to relations with our adversaries.” 
 
    All this pretentiousness was getting to be a big load of crap. The more I heard it from her, the angrier I became. This had nothing to do with politics. This had to do with something far more personal, and I felt like she needed to admit it before we could ever move forward down the same path. “That’s bullshit,” I said. 
 
    Her eyebrows sunk toward her eyes. “I have always done my very best to take care of the Ender people.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” I said. I wanted her to talk now, talk herself right into what she needed to say out loud.  
 
    “You know, before you showed your face here, I was the one making all the decisions. I took care of the Enders, not you. I am the leader of the Enders and always have been.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at that statement. “And what a fine job you did,” I said sarcastically. “Explain this to me: Ender males are the biggest, toughest, and fiercest guys in the world. They can overpower numerous people at once. And the females? They have fucking superpowers. Why on earth are Enders not respected?” 
 
    “Because of the damage that they do,” she replied. “I do believe that Ender males are the strongest in the world, and our females are incredible, but that doesn’t mean that…” 
 
    “Hold on,” I interrupted her. “You admit that I’m right. Ender males and females can take on a whole army of ‘regular’ humans. Why not use that strength? Why not put it to work for your community and your people?” 
 
    She stood in silence, waiting for me to finish my thought. 
 
    “You know, Atticus is a bastard for what he’s done to the Ender people,” I said. “He’s killed them, he’s mistreated them, he’s enslaved them, he’s banished them… all sorts of terrible things. But I think you are just as guilty as he is.” 
 
    “You are getting out of hand, Cutter,” she warned. 
 
    “You are the one who kept them separate, aren’t you? You’re the one who hasn’t stood for anything despite being a part of a lot of these conversations,” I said. 
 
    “I choose to use diplomacy rather than strength to win the war,” she said. 
 
    I chuckled at the thought. “You have brute strength and superpowers. They have weapons and fear. You could have overpowered them. But you didn’t. You hid. Meanwhile, Atticus takes power because of your inability to take charge. You don’t want to be an actual leader, you want to feel like a leader.” 
 
    She stared me down. Those words had hit home. She started to fire off a rebuke, but I cut her off. Queen or not, she was going to hear what I had to say. 
 
    “You are making decisions with emotion rather than truth,” I said, hoping I would finally draw her out from behind the wall she’d built around herself. 
 
    “You’re not that one whose daughter is being used and abused at the hands of the humans!” she snapped.  
 
    And there it was. Now that she’d admitted the true driving force behind her every decision, I wanted her to keep talking, so I egged her on. “While you do nothing about it.” 
 
    “I can’t, don’t you see that? Not directly anyway. If I do, it will be worse for her—much worse. Atticus is sadistic. He will torture her until she’s dead. I cannot have—” Her voice broke and her eyes grew misty. “I cannot bear the thought.” 
 
    That was why she’d only supported us with a decree but without any real action on her part. She feared what Atticus would do to her daughter. After all, that’s why he’d waltzed into Paris the last time, not fearing at all for himself. To remind the Queen that he held all the aces. 
 
    For the first time, I felt true pity for her. She was a woman used to being strong, but now felt like she was unable to use that strength.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    A much-needed reprieve 
 
      
 
    After I left the Queen teary-eyed so she could think about things, I limped over to the ladder and mounted the rungs to the surface. I wanted some fresh air, sunshine and the feel of wind on my skin. 
 
    Once on the surface, I walked a few yards to a rocky area that provided plenty of cover from any spying eyes that happened to be roaming the plains.  
 
    I plopped down on a rock and rested my elbows on my knees, hoping for an epiphany. The silence was quickly obliterated by the sound of footsteps approaching from behind. Weirdly, I knew those footsteps, so I wasn’t afraid. 
 
    As expected, when I turned I found Gehn standing before me. She’d managed to clear herself up, her mouth and chin free of blood. Her dress clung to her because it was slightly wet. It was still bloodstained but a helluva cleaner than it had been.  
 
    “I saw you storm off,” she said. “Everyone is talking about what you said to the Queen.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I said. “Honestly, I don’t care. If everyone wants to worship her and defer to her, then fine. But that’s not me. I can’t do it. She needs to get her head straight and start truly helping our cause.” 
 
    “You’re not alone,” she replied. “Others agree with you. That’s why everyone is talking. They are fascinated that someone stepped up and said that to her.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t anyone else say that to her?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Why did everyone let Atticus rise to power in Rome?” she asked. “People like to admit things that are on pedestals, even if they don’t exactly understand why.” 
 
    She sat next to me, her leg touching mine. Her tail brushed against my back. 
 
    “If we aren’t all in this together, we’ll lose,” I said. “And that includes the Queen. Hell, she might be the most important one in all this. She has the power to draw the best out of her people, but she continues to hold back.” 
 
    “She’ll come around,” Gehn said, placing her hand on my knee soothingly. “You have that effect on people.” 
 
    “It’s starting to feel less and less possible,” I said. “I think I may have gone too far with her. Sierra’s not used to be spoken to like that.” 
 
    “You spoke the truth, Cutter,” Gehn said. “Plus, my vision hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “And yet you still can’t see the end of it,” I pointed out. “What if it ends in ruin? What if I’m leading you all like lambs to the slaughter?” 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “I just know.” 
 
    “I appreciate your confidence, I really do, but what if that’s not good enough anymore?” 
 
    “We are on the right side. That has to count for something.” 
 
    “It does,” I said. “But execution will still be what ends this war once and for all. And at present Atticus is dominating in that regard.” 
 
    “You need to turn your brain off again,” Gehn said. “I think that’s your problem. You’re working with too much pressure on your system, and it’s overpowering everything else that you’re doing. How’s your leg?” 
 
    “Hurts like hell,” I said, “but nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    “Good. Because I’ve invited a few friends. Come on out, ladies.” 
 
    I stared in shock as first Hannah and then Adi emerged from behind a boulder.  
 
    Her plan worked. My mind went blanker than blank.  
 
    Gehn ran her hand up my thigh as I gawked at the approaching women. Hannah’s mid-riff caught the sunlight, her washboard abs accentuating the round swells of her breasts as they pressed against her tank-top, nipples protruding. Adi was a vision, too, the tips of her horns barely visible, glowing as they peeked from her hair. Her white dress had a plunging neckline, her cleavage spilling out in the center. Her wide hips were like the diverting paths of twin rivers that had once run in parallel.  
 
    Gehn had moved her hand to the crotch of my pants and slowly, but firmly, was rubbing me through the fabric. My cock swelled as she undid my fly and unleashed me into the sunlight. 
 
    As her sister and our medic flanked me, Gehn bent over and placed the tip of her tongue at the base of my shaft, then slowly licked up the length of my erection. Once she reached the head, she flicked it a few times with her tongue. In a single motion, Hannah drew her tank-top over her head, releasing those beautiful breasts and pressing once against my face. I sucked on her nipple, my eyes roaming to the opposite side as Adi slid her arms through her shoulder straps, letting her dress tumble to her hips. Her tits bounced loose and she pushed one in beside Hannah’s, their flesh pressing together. I alternated between them, sucking and licking. 
 
    All the while, Gehn worked on my midsection.  
 
    Pulses of pleasure shot through my body with each flick of her tongue. I flicked at Adi and Hannah’s nipples with my own tongue and they issued sighs of pleasure. My dick got harder even as their nipples grew more erect. Gehn slipped me into her mouth. 
 
    Between the pair of luscious breasts, I saw Gehn’s horns begin to glow brightly. I slid my hand down her back and squeezed her ass, which was up in the air while she was blowing me. 
 
    I couldn’t remember what I’d been so worried about only two minutes ago.  
 
    Hannah dipped her head and tasted my mouth, our tongues entwined. Adi did the same, and soon our three tongues fell into a wet, passionate dance. All the while, blood rushed to my extremities.  
 
    Gehn slid my dick out of her mouth and began to jerk me off, using the slight bit of seed that had spilled out to lubricate my flesh as she pumped her hand. The more she did it, the more passionate she became, even letting out a few soft moans, appearing to get more turned on every time I reacted to what she was doing, my back arching slightly. 
 
    Hannah licked Adi’s breast in front of me, and I decided to help her, working on the other one at the same time. Adi sighed in pleasure.  
 
    Without stopping, Gehn shrugged out of her dress, revealing miles of smooth, alabaster skin. I gripped her rear and squeezed firmly, causing her to wiggle her hips a bit. She turned around and sat down on my cock, slipping it into her pussy from behind. She sank back on her hips, allowing me to feel every inch of her wetness. 
 
    Meanwhile, in front of me, Hannah and Adi were full-on making out as I continued to suck on both of their breasts from the side.  
 
    Once Gehn sat down all the way, she started grinding her hips to get as deep as possible.  
 
    Gehn leaned back and grabbed her own sister’s breast for support while she kept grinding, playing with Hannah’s nipple. Though I’d been with all these women before, separately and in a group setting, they were on fire, sending my pleasure into the stratosphere. 
 
    Gehn released Hannah’s chest and propped her hands on the rock, pushing up with her heels and slammed back down on me. Thrusting her hips to the sky, Gehn rode my cock, trying to let every inch of me go in and out again for maximum pleasure. My eyes rolled back in my head as I enjoyed the warmth of her sex. 
 
    I felt myself growing close to a climax, but I held back with everything I had. I refused to disappoint any of these beautiful women. Gehn’s bouncing became more forceful, her breaths coming in audible waves. “Oh!” she exclaimed, grinding her ass deep into me and then lifting again into the sky. “Oh.” I knew she’d reached a good point but, if it was just us, would’ve enjoyed another position. But Gehn was anything but selfish. “You’re up, sis,” she said as she clambered off my cock.  
 
    “No,” Hannah said, giving Adi a final tongue-filled kiss. “Adi’s up.” 
 
    This wasn’t Hannah being generous, I knew. This was Hannah wanted to go last. I was cool with that.  
 
    Adi offered a sly smile, probably having read my mind, which thankfully immediately switched over to extreme levels of desire to be inside her. She straddled me missionary style while Hannah dangled her breasts in front of my face so I could taste them while Adi rode, one hand in her hair and the other on the base of my cock. She started out slow, pumping up and down, grinding her hips deep into my torso with each push. My shaft was beginning to tingle—holding back was going to be harder—pun unintended—than I thought.  
 
    Then, bit by bit, Adi became to speed things up, both hands shifting to her breasts, touching herself and biting her lip. Gehn had come around now and was also touching herself, but between her legs, panting as she masturbated to the sight of me getting off. Her other hand rested on Adi’s ass, helping her thrust. Both my hands were on Adi’s generous hips, rocking her atop me.  
 
    Again and again and again.  
 
    Damn, I was running out of time. I was…close. So close. I did everything in my power to hold back, but the explosion was coming.  
 
    Adi must’ve read my mind again, because she stopped at the penultimate moment, releasing a shriek of pleasure.  
 
    She climbed off, licking some of her wetness off my dick before turning to Gehn and taking her in her arms. They slid quietly to the ground and began scissoring, both watching Hannah and my every move. Hannah’s eyes were locked on mine, laser-focused, that sexy glint in her eyes that I knew meant I was in for a real treat. I stood up and pulled her against me, her breasts mashed against my chest. My hands found her ass and I drew her pussy against my erection, enjoying the sensations of her rock-hard body against mine.  
 
    With a tug on her behind, she got the signal, leaping up and wrapping her legs around me. She lowered one hand to grab my dick, jerking it for a couple seconds until it was ready and then guiding it inside her.  
 
    Oh. My. Gods.  
 
    The angle was perfect and I entered her so deeply I swear I could feel pleasure from my toes to my scalp. I thrust skyward, using my hands on her ass to lift her up and then bring her back down, pumping in tandem. Her weight was nothing, feather-light. I could carried a boulder in that moment, or at least it felt like it.  
 
    I glanced over at the two Enders, who were still watching, mouth agape as they sighed in their own pleasure, their pussies locked together, sliding against each other’s clits in their second orgasm.  
 
    My eyes went back to Hannah, who threw her head back, blond hair flying. I lifting one hand to support her back, which arched, lifting her breasts into the air so I could lap at her nipples, running circles around her areola with my tongue.  
 
    I was getting close again, but I wasn’t finished and one position with Hannah was never enough for either of us.  
 
    Without taking myself out of her, I maneuvered her back to the ground until she was prone on her back. I thrust into her, relishing the pleasure on her face as she resorted to the words she usually did when in the throes of love-making. “Holy fuck, Cutter. Fuck me harder. C’mon, fuck me harder!” 
 
    I was eager to please, enjoying the view of her bouncing tits as I thrust forward and pounded her as deeply as I could. 
 
    With every push, she moaned louder. On one thrust, I stayed inside her as far as I could go, reached down and began rubbing her clit. “Pleasure me,” she said, which was exactly what I was doing. “Fuck me forever.” 
 
    The forever bit would be challenging, but with breaks in between sessions, I could do that for as long as we were both alive. No problem.  
 
    I couldn’t last any longer. I grabbed both sides of her hips and pumped as fast as I could. Hannah grabbed her tits and moaned, her hair splayed on the ground like a golden fan. 
 
    Next to us, Adi and Gehn were sighing, their ohs! syncing together and providing a nice accompaniment to Hannah’s Fuck yeah, Cutter! 
 
    Hannah arched her back and I offered a couple more slower thrusts, digging my cock in deep as I released everything I had left inside her, filling her with my sperm. Hannah pushed me up and off her and then dove on my cock, licking away what was left on my shaft and then hopping back on, riding me. Holy shit, this woman’s libido…  
 
    She rode me and the feeling intensified once more, building much faster to a second orgasm. I gripped her hard ass, relishing her curves and watching her tits bob and bounce. The look on her face was controlled madness as she lowered her breasts into my mouth. I licked them harder and harder until we both climaxed again at the same moment, our entwined bodies stiffening for a second before going slack as she fell on top of me.  
 
    The other naked women had finished and now crowded around us, spooning and touching, enjoying the feeling of our flesh against each other. We lay there for a while, staring up at the azure sky. “Is your mind clear, Cutter?” Gehn asked.  
 
    I chuckled. I might as well have been lying on air. I didn’t have a care in the world during or after the foursome. Eventually reality would return, but not just yet. “As clear as the sky today,” I said.  
 
    “Good. Next time, don’t make us come to you.” 
 
    “Cutter?” a male voice said. Footsteps crunched in the dirt. I was too satisfied to worry about the fact that we were naked.  
 
    “Give me a second,” I said.  
 
    Too late. Simon emerged from between the boulders, stopping short when he spotted us. “Oh. Shit. Sorry.” He averted his eyes. “I, uh, well, was just…” He trailed off.  
 
    “I’ll come find you once I’m finished,” I said.  
 
    “Good. Thanks. And sorry again.” 
 
    When he was gone, the four of us burst out laughing. “I think he may have pissed his pants,” Hannah said.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Adi said. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, curious. “You read his mind?” 
 
    She laughed. “Oh, yeah. He was mildly turned on. And by mildly I mean he almost blew his load right then and there.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him,” I said. “You three are a vision.” 
 
    “I know,” Adi said. “You are already thinking about the next time, except with…” 
 
    I knew what she’d been about to say, because it was my thought she’d read right out of my mind. “Belenie,” I said.  
 
    “You’re still thinking about her,” Gehn said, sounding frustrated. 
 
    Gehn had lifted her head to look at me. “Listen to me, Gehn, I know you’re having trouble with her choices, but she’s trying. That’s all any of us can do. She’s put herself in peril to try to help us defeat Atticus. Do you think that was an easy choice for her? Don’t you think she’d rather have been here, with us?” 
 
    Gehn’s jaw tightened for a long second, but then her hard expression faltered. “I know. I was just so…so angry.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Families fight. Friends fight. But the real ones make up and are stronger because of it. That’s what this is.” 
 
    Gehn nodded. “Maybe we should go again so I can clear my mind now,” she said.  
 
    “I’d be up for that,” Adi said, touching herself again between her legs.  
 
    Jesus. These women were trying to push me to the brink of my stamina, but who was I to stop them? “Hannah?” I asked.  
 
    Adi said, “She’s in.” 
 
    Hannah laughed. “I think even Cutter could’ve read my mind on that one. Yes, I want to fuck your brains out again. Right now.” 
 
    With that, she began stroking me, my dick instantly responding, beginning to harden.  
 
    Round two—or was it three? Or four?—began. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Spy games 
 
      
 
    The relaxation was short-lived. 
 
    We returned underground again, my eyes flicking around the space to locate Simon. 
 
    People were sprawled out everywhere. Some were talking, others dozing. While this place was something of a refuge for us, it also felt like a prison. We were all inmates, just biding our time and trying to deal with the boredom while we waited for our pending freedom. 
 
    I located Simon, who was pouring over a schematic of some kind of device that resembled a golf ball. “Whatcha got there?” I asked as I approached. He glanced at me, his cheeks pinkening slightly. I chuckled. “What? You never watched porn?” 
 
    He whistled out a breath. “Maybe a few times. But the porn never watched me back.” 
 
    I laughed at that for real. “True. But haven’t you been with anyone recently? We all need some pleasure to take away all the pain.” 
 
    “I—no. I’ve been so focused on taking down Atticus lately. I mean, Vega and I, this one time, we had too much to drink and…” He trailed off, his face laced with pain.  
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to dredge up any memories.” The fact that we had both been with Vega didn’t feel strange or awkward, not when she was gone now.  
 
    “That bastard has to pay,” Simon said, his teeth locked together. 
 
    “He will,” I said. “Now tell me about this device.” 
 
    “It’s an explosive that’s small but packs a decent punch. Plus, we can carry a lot of them per man, which will create a ton of havoc.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. “Now, about our plan moving forward…” 
 
    “There is no plan moving forward, Cutter.” 
 
    “Right, I get that. That’s why I want to talk about it. I think we need one and we need one soon.” 
 
    Simon carefully put down the bomb so he could look at me in the eye. “I know you’re anxious. We all are. There’s a lot to do. But we have to work on this first. I don’t want to rush into some half-assed game plan if we’re not properly armed. We tried that and it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Well, how the hell much longer is this going to take?” My patience was wearing thin. I was initially excited to bring on the Insurgence, as I thought they would give us a leg up in our dealings with the Rising. They had a wealth of knowledge and access that none of us had. 
 
    But they seemed to be a “wait and see” type of group. They were patient. They didn’t rush anything. That could be a good thing, but I felt like they were spending too much time waiting and not enough time taking action. Hell, they’d been playing these spy games for years already. 
 
    I wanted to get going and not spend any more time down here than I had to. In my opinion, waiting only left us vulnerable to more damage from the Rising, even if we were “safely” underground. 
 
    “Whoa,” a guy called from the other side of the area. He had a desk set up with a meter running on it. The needle of the meter was flicking left and right wildly. “This thing is going crazy.” 
 
    “It sure is,” I said as I walked over with Simon just a step behind me. “What is it?” 
 
    “It measures electrical current in the area,” the man replied. “Usually it’s up a little bit because we have the solar panels, but never this much. I’ve never seen it go this crazy.” 
 
    “Lots of stuff can cause electrical currents to run through the ground, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “However, this particular device only measures closed circuits. So if there’s electricity in the atmosphere or something, that doesn’t count. It only counts complete, man-made circuits.” He returned to hunching over his meter. 
 
    “Shit,” Simon said.  
 
    I knew exactly why he said it. I’d almost forgotten about Atticus’s plans to bring back widespread pay-to-play electricity service. “The Grid?” I said.  
 
    “With this level of activity, I don’t know that it could be anything else,” Simon said.  
 
    “I thought Vega sabotaged it,” I said. 
 
    “She did,” Simon said. “Numerous times. But we haven’t been around lately. And now she’s not there to do anything.” 
 
    “What did she do to sabotage it the last time?” I asked, hoping he could handle a conversation talking about what Vega had been working on. 
 
    “She damaged the connectors,” Simon replied. “Bashed them in, burned them out, did whatever she had to do to disconnect as many as possible. It was a mess. A fixable mess, but a mess nonetheless. Without those connectors functioning properly, there was no way to switch it on. It wasn’t Vega’s most elegant work, but she was growing desperate. She told Atticus that they were overcharged and blown out. That may have been the moment he began to suspect her of working against him.” 
 
    “Without Vega to repair them, Atticus must’ve had someone else with the right skillset. Probably someone who’d been working in tandem.” 
 
    Simon nodded. “I should’ve known Atticus wouldn’t put all his eggs in one basket. He’s nothing if not a plotter.” 
 
    “We need to go back to Rome,” I said.  
 
    “Are you nuts?” 
 
    “I’ve been known to do crazy things,” I said. “But this is completely rational, I swear it.” 
 
    “Atticus will kill you, and by now he may suspect me of working against him too.” 
 
    “Why? You watched him kill Vega without doing anything. You earned his trust a hundred times over.” 
 
    The point rang home, and I felt a little bad. Reminding him of Vega’s death wasn’t a nice thing to do. But I also needed him to listen to me on this one. “Fine,” he said. “But don’t ask me to save you when he captures you.” 
 
    “Of course not. I will expect you to escape and live to fight another day. If I’m gone, then you’ll need to lead the Enders.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can…” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    He stared at me for a second, and then nodded. “Okay. What’s our play?” 
 
    “Just you and me on this mission. Gehn won’t like it, but it’s what needs to happen. Plus she might need to rest a while after our activities.” 
 
    Simon blushed again. I enjoyed watching him embarrassed at having seen us tangled together after sex. “You can’t just waltz into Rome, Cutter.” 
 
    “I’m nuts, not stupid,” I said. “I know that. But you can. I’ll follow behind you like a shadow, sneaking in under the cover of darkness.” 
 
    “When do we leave?” 
 
    I couldn’t take another second, much less any more days, in this place. “Immediately. We’ll reach Rome by nightfall.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    As expected, Gehn wanted to come.  
 
    She stood with her hands on her hips, trying to stare me down. “What do I have to do to get you to change your mind?” she said. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said.  
 
    “Because I can be quite creative,” she said, emphasizing the last word with a long lick of her tongue on her lips.  
 
    “Tempting,” I said, “but I have to resist. Our best chance of success is if Simon and I go together.” 
 
    Gehn huffed out a frustrated breath. “What’s the goal of this mission anyway?” 
 
    “Damage the Grid. Take it down again. We can’t allow the Rising to start getting even richer by selling electricity. If we fall too far behind, we’ll never recover.” 
 
    “What if I follow you?” 
 
    “You won’t,” I said. “You need to stay here to protect the others. You’re one of our best warriors. I only trust you to do it.” 
 
    Her face softened. “Why do you have to be so damn persuasive?” she said.  
 
    “I learned from the best. You’re the one who convinced me to leave my cushy life at the outpost, remember?” 
 
    “Fondly,” she said. “If I remember correctly, it was right after you fucked Hannah in the bar storeroom.” 
 
    “I remember that fondly too,” I said. “I wish you’d joined us.” 
 
    “We’re making up for lost time, aren’t we?” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. I stepped forward and kissed her on the cheek. “Be safe. We’ll return soon.” 
 
    “You better,” Gehn said.  
 
    Simon had been pretending to ignore the entire conversation, but now he turned to me and made a Come on gesture. I’d already said goodbye to Hannah and Adi, so I followed him up the ladder.  
 
    We emerged into the waning afternoon sunlight. I was about to speak, but Simon said, “Ssshhh…” He lifted a finger to his lips. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and remained motionless while we listened. A strong, low hum reverberated through the area. I could even feel it in my feet. I dropped down to my knees and placed my palm to the ground. There was definitely a vibration. 
 
    “Is there a weakness to the Grid that we can exploit?” I asked as we walked. 
 
    Simon shrugged. “That was Vega’s department. She did tell me that they were cobbling things together as they went. Which means breaking any part of it will cause issues for Atticus. Getting to the main generators might be a problem though. They’ll be well guarded.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “Underground,” Simon replied. “There are solar panels on top of the palace connected to the actual storage and transfer unit buried underground.” 
 
    “But if the panels are on the top of the palace, then they would be susceptible, right? We could just destroy those.” 
 
    Simon stopped and looked at me. “Would you really want to?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “This is the only reliable source of electricity in the Ends. It’s a huge deal. If we can kill Atticus, let’s preserve our power source. The power is not the issue, the Grid is the issue. And the Grid is underground.” 
 
    I hoped we could launch an attack on the palace to eliminate the solar panels, but he was right. The best thing to do would be preserve the panels for future generations. Maybe more could eventually be manufactured, but we were years, if not decades, away from that. 
 
    That meant we needed to get access to the Grid itself underground. Destroying the building would stop them, but we would hurt ourselves in the process. 
 
    As we walked, darkness fell like a closing-act curtain around us.  
 
    By what I guessed to be around midnight, we reached the city limits. “Stay close,” Simon said. “But not too close.” 
 
    I nodded and he walked forward confidently, like he belonged. Which, I guess, he did in a way. I trailed in his wake, walking at a low crouch, trying to ensure my profile was as small as possible in the moonlight. Still, I breathed a sigh of relief when he entered the city and I managed to press into the shadows cast by the first building. I watched as Simon strode down the street, ignoring the passersby. This was his territory, the home he’d occupied for many years. He wasn’t a wanted fugitive; he was an ally to the most powerful man in the Ends. I crept along the edges of buildings, ducking into alleys whenever a late-night drinker stumbled past us. I wasn’t spotted. 
 
    Then I almost was. Just as I peeked around a corner, a group of men emerged from an establishment, the smell of alcohol wafting out behind them. I ducked back and then poked one eye out to watch. Simon greeted them like old friends and then begged off joining them for another round of drinks. He managed to steer them away from my hiding spot, catching my eye in the shadows and offering a wink. Once they were gone, he made sure no one was watching and then hustled over to me.  
 
    “You good?” 
 
    “So far. What did they have to say?” I could only make out a few of the words.  
 
    “The Grid is up and running, but not being provided on a wide scale yet. Atticus wants to do a demonstration first.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. “What demonstration?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. But it’s happening at first light tomorrow.” 
 
    “Which means we need to act quickly.” 
 
    “There’s not time.” 
 
    “Then we need to make time,” I said. “If we can make the demonstration a huge disaster, it will be a blow to both the Rising’s reputation and Atticus’s massive ego.” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “We should at least try. If it turns out to be impossible to access the Grid, so be it. We’ll walk on out of here, no questions asked.” 
 
    Simon breathed deeply again. “Fine. We’ll try. But if the opportunity isn’t there, it’s not there.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Simon turned away and started off once more with me in tow.  
 
    A few streets later, I heard footsteps, so I slid into the deepest shadows I could find.  
 
    Then, of all people, it was Atticus who walked up to Simon. He embraced him in a back-slapping man hug, looking excited to see him. If he was acting, the Rising leader was doing a good job of it. He was surrounded by four thugs who looked like they could crush stones with their bare hands. His own personal hit squad. 
 
    As usual, Atticus’s voice boomed across the space, reaching my ears. “Have you heard? Tomorrow’s the big day, Simon!” Atticus announced.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Simon asked. “People are saying the Grid is being activated. I didn’t think we were ready for that. You didn’t mention it the last time I saw you.” I winced at the suspicion in Simon’s tone. He needed to tread carefully here. He might think Atticus trusted him implicitly, but it didn’t seem to be the case considering all the secrets the Rising leader had been harboring.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hide anything from you. I just wanted to cover my bases. I thought for sure it would be Vega who solved my problem, but that traitorous tramp let me down.” Oh shit, I thought, watching as Simon stiffened. Please stay cool, please stay cool.  
 
    To my surprise, he did, pouring on the act as he said, “Yeah, that bitch got what she deserved.” I knew the words would be tearing him apart on the inside, but he had to say them. 
 
    “That she did,” Atticus said, slapping him on the back again. “Still, I had liked her. It was hard to see her go.” 
 
    Go. Like she’d taken a trip. Or been fired from employment. Not murdered in cold blood.  
 
    Atticus continued: “I brought in some other talented engineers who figured out the problem and fixed it, and now the Grid is fully operational. I’ve got a big show in store for the Rising in less than an hour. We’re going to kick off the Grid in style and kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Not only will we show the Ends that we can provide them with lightbulbs, but we’ll also send a message to Cutter and his Ender friends.” 
 
    That’s when I remembered Atticus’s other purpose for bringing electricity back. 
 
    The electric chair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    The chair 
 
      
 
    People were emerging from the buildings now, dressed and ready to go. Apparently the word had gotten out about the “demonstration” set to occur at first light. It didn’t feel like we’d spent the entire night out in the Ends, but apparently dawn wasn’t far from arriving.  
 
    Atticus steered Simon toward the side of the road closest to where I was hiding, his bodyguards surrounding him. His back was to me. There was a slim chance I could steal toward him and get an angle to shoot him. The risk was that Simon moved and I hit him by accident. Was it a risk worth taking to save the Ends? 
 
    Before I could decide, I heard the low rumble of a cheer caused by a large group of people. The shouts and cheers grew closer. Down the road and coming toward us, a mob of people marched carrying something on their shoulders, hefting it high into the air. I squinted to try and make it out, but the torchlight was scattered and insufficient to provide enough illumination for me to see. 
 
    The cheers intensified, sounding off, almost feral. There was a very weird feeling in the air, almost electric, like the power contained in the Grid that was now humming beneath our feet. 
 
    Atticus had continued talking to him, gesturing wildly with his hands and pointing in the direction of the processional, but I couldn’t make out his words over the cheering and shouting.  
 
    The processional arrived, marching past, and I was forced to lie as low as possible, which made it impossible to see what they were carrying on their shoulders. More and more people poured from the buildings, joining the mob. They seemed almost…bloodthirsty.  
 
    Luckily, none of them emerged into the alley I was sheltering in. All the backs were toward me, which allowed me to take a small risk and stick my head up and out to try to catch a glimpse of the thing they were carrying.  
 
    It was a chair. Large and heavy-looking, with weird wires sticking out every which way.  
 
    Goddammit, I thought. The fucker actually did it. 
 
    I thought someone might be sitting in the chair, but I could only make out the barest edge of a shoulder and maybe a hand strapped to an armrest.  
 
    Oh no. The demonstration was going to be worse than that.  
 
    It was going to be an execution. 
 
    Atticus’s words came back to me, about how he would send a message to me and my Ender friends. So an Ender then. I wondered what poor Ender had been captured and forced to endure such torture.  
 
    The mob continued down the thoroughfare. Atticus guided Simon in their wake, his bodyguards falling into step behind him, eyes alert and vigilant.  
 
    Now that the streets were full to brimming, I stepped out of the shadows and melted into the flow. Few people here would really know what I looked like. For now, I was one fish in a very large sea. Atticus, of course, could identify me. Probably his bodyguards could too. If I stayed behind others, however, I would be as invisible as a fly on the wall.  
 
    The procession finally stopped when they reached the middle of the city. A makeshift wooden platform had been erected in the center of the open space between the clusters of buildings. The group carrying the deranged-looking chair marched right up to the platform and slid the contraption onto it. 
 
    A few jumped onto the platform to spin the chair around and reveal who was shackled to it by long straps attached at the wrists and the ankles. As the chair turned, I noted that wires were woven through the armrests, some of them leading to a large metal helmet hanging from the top of the chair. 
 
    The chair was half-turned in my direction and I rose onto my tiptoes to get a better view. Just as the identity of the person was about to be revealed, a large man stepped in front of me, his brick-wall back blocking my vision.  
 
    I was tempted to draw Alpha and crack him in the back of the head but thought better of it.  
 
    I tried to sidestep, but the crowd was pressing in on all sides now, trying to fit into an area that wasn’t made to hold the entire population of Rome.  
 
    To the left, I spotted Atticus and Simon. Atticus was moving through a lane that had opened in the crowd for him, still with a hand on Simon’s back, “encouraging” him forward. For a split-second, I worried Atticus knew of Simon’s treachery and was going to strap him to the chair. I discarded the thought just as quickly. If he’d wanted Simon dead, he would’ve done it when he murdered Vega.  
 
    Still, I slid my hand to my hip and placed it gently on Alpha. If for a second I truly believed that Simon was in danger, I’d open fire and take my chances with this place. I couldn’t just sit back and let him be killed, even if I would be signing my own death warrant at the same time. 
 
    “My friends!” Atticus shouted, causing the people to quiet down so they could hear him. “This is a watershed day in the life of those of us in the Ends. Today, our life changes for the better. We have gone through so many adjustments during our time here since the Blast. But together, the Rising has done exactly what we always intended to do—we rose above the challenges faced here in the Ends.” 
 
    The people cheered while I rolled my eyes in silence. What a douchebag. 
 
    “Yes, we built this city together. We figured out what life would look like here in the wasteland. We’ve built an economy, a government, and a lifestyle that can’t be matched by any other group still surviving in the Ends.” 
 
    More cheering. It felt like I was watching an old State of the Union address on TV, all bullshit and propaganda. 
 
    “And here’s the most important part: We have protected each other from dangers. We have bound ourselves together in unity and we continue to cast out any threat to our society. Mutated Enders are not welcome here!” 
 
    Shouts of approval. Of course. These people didn’t know any better, but ignorance wasn’t an excuse for villainy. 
 
    “Those who ally with Enders are not welcome here!” 
 
    More shouting and cheering from the crowd. 
 
    “We don’t cast out Enders because we are cruel. We are not cold, unfeeling beasts. On the contrary, we care about our people. We care about our families. We care about our friends and our culture. This protection comes at a cost, and that is why we work so hard to preserve and protect ourselves from the danger of Enders.” 
 
    Cheers. I frowned, trying to figure out where he was going now. The large man in front of me finally shifted his position slightly and I got a good look at the platform. Atticus was standing on it now, arms outspread like some kind of a god. Simon was beside him, his eyes occasionally flicking to the wired chair.  
 
    His face was so white he might’ve been a ghost. 
 
    I couldn’t see the chair’s occupant because now Atticus was blocking my view.  
 
    An ill feeling entered my gut. I squeezed my abs to temper it, because I didn’t know shit about shit yet.  
 
    Atticus continued: “Now, so much of our work has been aimed at survival. We have overcome the limited resources of the Ends and built our society around what would help us stabilize our dwindling numbers and, eventually, grow. Today, we mark a new era in the Rising—an era of thriving, not just surviving!” 
 
    Loud cheering and foot stomping. 
 
    “Yes, as of this morning, our team of technology experts have paid off years of research, testing, and hard work, led by our man Simon here…” 
 
    He paused to let the crowd applaud Simon, who stood motionless and white-faced, a small, fake smile twitching on his lips. 
 
    “...to develop and activate the electrical Grid, bringing electricity into the homes, businesses, and workplaces of Rome!” 
 
    The loudest cheering yet. This was their big, shining moment and Atticus was milking it for all it was worth. 
 
    “Yes, the luxury of electricity has returned to the world. Thanks to the solar panels installed on top of my palace, the sun powers our Grid, allowing us to generate as much electricity as we need without lifting a finger.” 
 
    More raucous applause. 
 
    “But, of course, what good is having electricity at your disposal without a proper demonstration? Alongside development of the Grid, I have commissioned the construction of this beauty here.” 
 
    He stepped over to the chair and placed his hand on the tall back of the seat. I should’ve been able to see the occupant now, but of course the dumbass in front of me shifted back onto the other foot, stone-walling me once more. 
 
    Atticus’s voice carried over the buzz running through the crowd. “This chair will serve multiple purposes to our fair population. First, it is now the main form of capital punishment for those who break the law. If you egregiously and callously break the law of the Rising, you will no longer be taken outside the city to be executed. With this chair, you will be swiftly and effectively terminated. But it goes further than that…” 
 
    I craned my neck just in time to see Atticus walk around to the front of the chair and block my vision once more. 
 
    “All executions will be public. You all should see the threats to our way of life. You should get to appreciate the effort it takes to stamp them out. No longer will we tolerate dissension or lawbreakers. This is my city, and I intend to keep it pure and safe for my people!” 
 
    The loudest cheers yet. The ill feeling in my stomach returned.  
 
    “Today, we will use the electrical Grid for the very first time, and to demonstrate the power of electricity—especially for you kids who have never experienced it before—we will hold our first public execution!” The fact that he was speaking directly to those kids ten and under who’d never known electricity, that he was talking to them about murder, made me want to shove through the crowd, hop onto the platform, and put one of Alpha’s caps into his head.  
 
    I waited, however, trying to be patient to see how things would play out. 
 
    Still, there were more cheers for his speech than I was comfortable with. Who cheers for a public killing? Our world had fallen far and hard. Was there any returning from this dark place? 
 
    The sun was just beginning to break over the horizon, shedding rays of diffused light across the area, lighting up the center platform like a spotlight. Jesus, Atticus had chosen this spot wisely.  
 
    “I wanted to make sure that this first ‘ride’ in the new chair would be a meaningful one for all of us,” Atticus continued. “And there were several very tempting options for us to choose from. One finalist, however, couldn’t be captured as we’d hoped.” 
 
    He’s talking about me. God, what an asshole. 
 
    “However, there was one criminal who was right under my nose, pretending to help us while simultaneously committing treason. She has proven to us that no matter what they say or do, the Enders simply cannot be trusted.” 
 
    With that, he finally stepped well off to the side and I was able to get a complete look at the chair’s occupant. There was a reason my stomach had felt hollow and gutted. Because I already knew who I would see in that chair.  
 
    It was Belenie. 
 
    Her hands were strapped to the chair’s armrests, her feet strapped to the base. Her face was bruised, her left eye swelling. I wondered if it was standard Rising operating procedure to beat up those they planned to execute, or if she’d tried to fight back when she realized what was happening. Regardless, she wasn’t fighting now. If anything, she looked resigned to her fate, her expression numb, her eyes staring out at the crowd but not appearing to truly see anything. 
 
    I wondered if my face was as white as Simon’s. 
 
    Simon was standing directly next to Atticus now and he whispered something in his ear. Atticus smiled and nodded, and Simon jumped off the platform and began fiddling with something on the ground. A long extension cord that emerged from a hole drilled into the ground. Simon was going to plug the damn chair in! 
 
    Atticus was still speaking, dragging his great moment out. “This woman is an Ender spy! She pretended to want to help us against her own kind, but it was all lies. Her justice is in our hands!” He stepped around to the back of the chair and placed the helmet on her head. She released a silent sob, a tear tracking from each eye down her cheeks. 
 
    It made me want to tear Atticus’s head from his neck, but this wasn’t the time. I needed to act swiftly if I was going to save her. 
 
    While Atticus and the crowd were distracted, Simon’s eyes flicked in my direction. He must’ve spotted me at some point. He gave the slightest nod of his head. Was it a twitch or a signal of some kind? If there was one thing I knew about Simon, it was that he didn’t do anything without meaning to. He was up to something.  
 
    I started moving left to right, squeezing through any nook and cranny in the press of bodies I could find. People grumbled and cursed at me, but I ignored them. They’d get over it, their attention fully focused on what was happening up on the platform.  
 
    Every so often I would catch a glimpse of Simon. He was sort of hiding the extension cord behind his body as he clambered back onto the platform and strung it around some piping attached to the chair. But what exactly was he doing? 
 
    Something to sabotage it—had to be.  
 
    His actions could give us a temporary respite, but Atticus would only have the cord repaired and the execution would still take place later. Atticus would be pissed as hell and would likely make it a double execution. Which meant I needed to do something, and fast. I remembered the small golf-ball sized explosives Simon had been working on before we left. He said they weren’t ready for action yet, but I’d managed to slip three of the prototypes into my pocket when he wasn’t looking. I hadn’t been planning to use them, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to have them on hand just in case.  
 
    I was two rows from the front now, the onlookers forming a formidable wall as they stood shoulder to shoulder. Pushing and shoving wouldn’t get me anywhere from here. I gripped an explosive in one hand and drew the knife sheathed on my thigh with the other.  
 
    Simon finally stood and looked toward Atticus, offering a nod as if to say Ready, boss. 
 
    Atticus smiled a wicked smile.  
 
    He bent down and picked up a device with a button on it, which was attached to the chair via another cord.  
 
    “This Ender woman has been sentenced to death by me, Supreme Ruler of the Ends.” That was the first time I’d heard him use that title. He was no longer even pretending that his government was anything resembling a democracy. “I shall countdown from five. Five…four…” 
 
    I activated the golf ball with a press of a button. According to Simon, the things were meant to detonate on impact, but I still held my breath because they hadn’t been thoroughly tested.  
 
    “Three…two…” 
 
    I gripped the dagger harder, digging the toes of my boots into the dirt.  
 
    “One.” 
 
    With dramatic flair, Atticus lifted the device and jammed his thumb down on the oversized button.  
 
    Belenie’s entire body tensed and she closed her eyes.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    Atticus frowned, feigned an amused chuckle, and said, “New tech always has minor glitches.” He pressed the button again. Once more, nothing. The crowd began to murmur and a few boo-birds began offering their standard call.  
 
    I saw the anger lance across the so-called Supreme Leader of the Ends’ face, which gave me a degree of satisfaction. Simon had already hopped off the platform. Atticus’s eyes laser-focused on him and he said, “You,” with a note of fury that told me he knew exactly what Simon had done.  
 
    The time was now. I exploded off my heels, lowering my shoulder and delivering a blow on the exact spot between two of the onlookers. The parted like the Red Sea, but I didn’t stop there, slamming into the person directly in front of them and knocking him sprawling.  
 
    I skidded to a stop, pivoted, and threw the explosive directly toward Atticus’s retinue of guards, who were foolishly clustered on the ground just beneath where Atticus stood on the platform.  
 
    My eyes met Atticus’s and he narrowed his stare like a hawk who’d just located his dinner.  
 
    I smiled. 
 
    And then dove for the ground, just as the arcing golf ball hit the ground. 
 
    The explosion was instant and powerful, a whump that temporarily deafened my hearing and sent a blaze of heat across the area. People screamed. Smoke filled the air. A body part—a hand attached to a wrist but not attached to the arm—flew past my head. One of Atticus’s trusted guards, most likely.  
 
    I shoved to my feet, using the haze to my advantage. I had two explosives yet and the temptation was strong to use another, but I held off. I might need them if we had any chance of escape. I leapt in a single bound onto the platform. People were screaming and running, creating just the chaos I needed. I carefully found my way to the chair, which was smothered by a layer of smoke.  
 
    Belenie was coughing her lungs out. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” I said, slashing the straps attached to her wrists methodically but careful not to hit her. Then I did the ankles while she continued to cough.  
 
    “Cutter,” she managed to say, still hacking. “How? Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re one of us,” I said. “Because you’re worth it.” 
 
    She practically fell into my arms and I hefted her up to carry her, dropping my knife in the process. Atticus could have the knife. I’d take the woman any day of the week.  
 
    I was about to slip off the platform with her when a hand grabbed my shoulder from behind. I whirled instinctively, striking out. My fist slammed into Atticus’s face. He recoiled and then lunged at me with a viciousness I hadn’t really seen from the composed leader.  
 
    If I’d had more time, I could’ve ended things right then and there, dropped Belenie and drawn Alpha or Beta or both. Instead, it was all I could do to drop like a corpse to the platform with Bel on top of me. Atticus’s momentum carried him over the top of us and he tumbled off the platform.  
 
    I sprang back up, regripping Belenie. I managed to snatch another explosive from my pocket and activate it. This time I threw it straight up and then charged for the back of the platform, rounding the edge of the electric chair.  
 
    I wasn’t certain how high I’d thrown the golf ball, nor where it would land. I was hoping right on the electric chair, destroying it in the process. I missed by several yards, the explosion coming to my right and behind me. The impact sent me sprawling again—right into Simon, who took the hit and braced us from falling over. “Come on!” he hissed. “This way!” 
 
    Hanging onto each other for dear life, we raced out the opposite side of the city square from where we’d entered, where the crowd was thinner because the view of the chair wasn’t very good. Smoke hid our escape, but I wasn’t done yet. 
 
    I stopped and turned.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Simon said. “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “Occasionally,” I said, gripping the final explosive and activating it.  
 
    I launched the motherfucker right at the chair. 
 
    This time I didn’t miss. It hit the back and exploded, fire shooting outward and shredding metal parts and shearing wires.  
 
    “Now we can go,” I said.  
 
    Simon led the way as we left the smoke and screams behind us, running through the empty streets and back out into the wastelands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    That good ol’ feeling 
 
      
 
    We returned to the Insurgence hideout as heroes. 
 
    There were cheers and backslapping and all the good stuff. It felt damn good compared to our previous failed missions. Yes, it was a small victory in the scheme of things—destroying the electric chair would be a blow to Atticus’s ego, but didn’t really impact his army much—but it felt so much bigger. Plus, getting Belenie back was a much-needed boost to our confidence.  
 
    Personally, it meant a lot to me too. I’d missed her more than I’d been willing to admit.  
 
    It wouldn’t hurt to have a class A healer on our side again either. 
 
    Hannah and Adi had hugged her when she’d returned. Adi had immediately begun inspecting and tending to her wounds. Gehn had only offered her a nod, but it was better than a snarl. I’d take it. Every journey had to start with a single step in the right direction.  
 
    By the end of the celebration, the exhaustion had caught up to me. Being a leader all the time was tough, and it wore me down. I slept early and fully. When my eyes finally creaked open the next morning, I had almost forgotten the events of the previous day, much less where I was and what I was doing. 
 
    It wasn’t like the ground was that inviting. Sleeping on a rocky surface—we had threadbare blankets, but they didn’t provide much comfort—lent itself to sore muscles and early wake-up times. The days of curling up in my bed for five more minutes were long gone. 
 
    I sat up and craned my neck back to stretch away some of the biting pain that nagged at me. For a moment, I stared up at the cavern’s ceiling, remembering all that had transpired the previous day. We’d done well to get Bel back, but we were also lucky. Atticus had grown over-confident. He hadn’t expected a rescue attempt and thus, had not prepared for it. If every citizen in Rome hadn’t been packed into that small space, including his guards, we might not have been able to pull it off. Which meant we’d need to keep changing our tactics to keep him off balance. 
 
    Still, the look on his face had been priceless.  
 
    I wouldn’t mind an entire day just to laugh at his expression, but now that the Grid was active and ready for use, there wasn’t a whole lot of time to waste. We needed to decide what to do next. 
 
    There was nothing for it. I shoved to my feet and stretched my back, feeling a slight pop just below my shoulder blades. A wave of relief washed over me. 
 
    The women were still sleeping, nearby, all in a row. Adi was curled up with Belenie and Hannah and Gehn were close together. Bel and Gehn were on opposite ends, however, which made me frown. I was so used to them being the closest of the four, almost like sisters.  
 
    I located Simon in his work area. I trotted over and pulled up a stool. “Morning,” he said.  
 
    “What day is it?” I joked.  
 
    “Monday,” he said. I laughed at that. Days of the week were meaningless in this world. Every day was a workday if you wanted to survive the Ends. 
 
    “You stole my golf ball bombs,” Simon said as I rubbed sleep out of my eyes. 
 
    “Borrowed,” I said. “Except you can’t have them back.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” he said. “Thanks for testing them out. Seems they’re more ready than I thought.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” I said. “With any luck some of the electric chair’s shrapnel went straight into Atticus’s black heart.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it. That man has more lives than a cat.” 
 
    I knew he was right. We couldn’t count on any luck. If he had died, so be it, but we had to assume he hadn’t. 
 
    That’s when I had a real epiphany. We don’t need to defeat the entire Rising army. We just have to eliminate Atticus. His people don’t know it, but he’s holding them hostage. 
 
    Although I’d sort of known the key was taking out Atticus, I still thought of this as a widescale war. I needed to start thinking about the next mission as an assassination attempt, a surgical strike on our enemy’s leader. 
 
    I unrolled a map that was curled on Simon’s workstation. 
 
    “Want some help?” 
 
    I jumped, seeing the Queen standing there. She’d approached like a predator, her feet completely silent. “Help with what?” 
 
    She stepped forward and helped hold down the corners of the map so I could place four of Simon’s explosives on them. “I know you think I have failed the Enders, and maybe I have, but I wasn’t always this way. My daughter…” 
 
    “Is not an excuse to throw everyone else under the bus,” I said, maybe a bit too harshly. But I was done with walking on eggshells around this woman. 
 
    “I know. I have many regrets. I’ve made many mistakes. But supporting you when you walked brashly into my city wasn’t one of them.” 
 
    I had to admit, that statement caught me by surprise. “Even though your city has since been destroyed while I led your army?” I had my own regrets. I’d made my own mistakes.  
 
    “None of that was your fault. Atticus would’ve eventually come for us regardless of whether you were a part of the war. I wanted to blame you, but that’s not fair to either of us.” 
 
    It was a stark reminder that I could hardly blame her for trying to protect her daughter. 
 
    “I promise to try to get your daughter out when I kill Atticus,” I blurted out. 
 
    She nodded. “Thank you.” She ran a finger over the map, tracing a line from our position to Rome. “Previously your attacks have always been focused on the entrances, right?” she said.  
 
    It surprised me. I always thought she was oblivious to our actions, that she had only been willing to help us raise an army but didn’t much care what happened after that. Of course she cared, you dummy, I thought. She was always hoping we’d find a way to free her daughter. 
 
    Now that I understood where her motivations truly were, I felt like I could connect with her on a deeper level. “Yes,” I said. “But I’m not sure that’s the right approach anymore. Strength against strength seems to always favor the Rising.” 
 
    “Mmm,” she murmured. “That’s because there’s too much open ground. Come, walk with me for a moment.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have time for this…” 
 
    “Please. Humor me for a few minutes.” 
 
    The four women were still sleeping and Simon was once more knee-deep in his weaponry projects, so I shrugged. “Fine. Let’s go.” 
 
    The two of us ascended the ladder to the outside. “OK, I’m here. What is this all about?” 
 
    She took a few steps forward and stared out at Rome in the near distance.  
 
    “Belogon is a good tactician, but he’s still operating in the old world, where he had the biggest, strongest army in the world with the most powerful weapons to boot. Open ground was his friend before. But now we’re the underdogs. We need to fight differently, use our strengths to our advantage. Male Enders will win in a close combat situation with human men almost every time. So we need to take this fight to the streets rather than the desert.” 
 
    What she was saying made sense, but we had to cross open ground in order to ‘take this fight to the streets.’ “Okay,” I said. “How?” 
 
    She took a deep, prolonged breath, and then slowly released it. “I should’ve had Atticus killed when I had the chance. Or I should have allowed you to do so. And for that, I am sorry. It is my fault we are in this situation.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that, but you were only protecting your daughter.” 
 
    She nodded her thanks at me, though she didn’t look convinced. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Fire away, Queenie.” 
 
    I thought she might get pissed at the nickname, but instead she laughed. “I think you’re the only one who doesn’t act deferentially around me.” 
 
    “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “At first. But now it’s somewhat refreshing. I’m just a person, after all.” 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    Another laugh. “OK, here’s my question: Do you really feel that we have a chance?” 
 
    “I’m still here, aren’t I? If I thought we were toast, I’d go find an outpost miles from here and get back to drinking. But hell if I’m going to let Atticus win this one. Even if I die with him, I’m going to cut that bastard’s throat from ear to ear.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    Let his bloody corpse fall to the ground and stand over it. What do you want from me, lady? “I don’t understand the question.” 
 
    She turned from the city and looked at me. “What happens after Atticus is dead? Let’s say you kill him. You liberate the Rising from his grasp. The Rising and the Enders live happily ever after. What are you going to do then? Go back to drinking at the outposts?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Could be worse.” 
 
    The Queen laughed again. “This isn’t just about you. You are leading these people. If you execute Atticus, you need to step into his place. You will be the king. The leader. The ruler. The god.” 
 
    “I don’t know if ‘god’ is the right word. Plus, power doesn’t appeal to me. Never has.” 
 
    “Which is why you would make the perfect leader for us.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I don’t want to be Queen anymore. I would prefer to live the rest of my days simply.” 
 
    “No more fruit?” It was a joke and it hit home, her eyes sparkling in amusement. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. But maybe less fruit. I’d prefer to share it with others.” 
 
    I liked what I was hearing, but I still didn’t understand something. “Why are we out here?” 
 
    “I want you to look at the city. There are people in there. Many people who are bad, but many who are good. You will lead them just like you lead us. I am sure you harbor resentment towards Rome, but Rome will be your city. I was the Queen of Paris, but my actions make me unsuitable for a position of power.” She stepped toward me and placed her hands on my waist. “I am sorry for what I have done. I can only hope to stay on the good side of the man who will be the god of the Ends.” 
 
    Before I could protest that label any further, she leaned forward and kissed me on the lips, her hands drifting upward. She dragged her fingers across my chest and cupped the sides of my face, holding me tight. 
 
    With a gentle shove, she moved me behind one of the rocks near the entrance and out of plain view. She moved to sucking on my neck and pulling me in by my back. 
 
    The stark turn of events caught me wholly by surprise, so much so that I didn’t react at first, my heartrate spiking. Though I was more than satisfied with my current group of women, I couldn’t help it: I wanted Queen Sierra. She was gorgeous, for one, and it didn’t help that she was saying all the right things now. 
 
    While she kissed my neck, she slipped her hands down into the back of my pants and dug her fingers into my ass. Her breathing quickened. It shouldn’t have surprised me. Female Ender libido was a powerful force—Belenie, Gehn and Adi had taught me that—and the male Enders lack thereof made it hard for the Ender women to get what they wanted, what they needed. 
 
    I could help with that. 
 
    The Queen stopped kissing me and looked into my eyes, staring deeply at me with enthusiasm burning in her gaze. Watching me the whole time, she pulled her shirt over her head and threw it to the ground, then grabbed the back of my neck and pulled my face down to her milky white tits. 
 
    I kissed the middle of her chest, hearing her heartbeat pound wildly. She gripped the back of my neck, guiding me along her torso. I cupped one of her breasts and lifted it up to wrap my lips around her nipple, flicking it with my tongue. She let out a few short gasps.  
 
    With a little more force, she pushed up on my shoulders to stand me up, then jerked my pants down. Without missing a second, she immediately ran her tongue along the shaft of my cock, then wrapped her fingers around it and lifted it up to kiss the underside before moving down and sucking on my balls. 
 
    I leaned back, supporting myself against one of the large rocks while the blood rushed to my extremities. She smiled as it stiffened in her hand. 
 
    Then she stuck the head in her mouth and sucked on it a little before lunging forward and taking every inch of me down her throat. For someone who seemed to be desperate for sexual attention, she was very talented. 
 
    The insatiable woman didn’t let up, holding me by the hips while she eagerly engulfed my manhood. Looking up at me, she pulled my dick out of her mouth and stood up to shimmy off her pants. She lifted her leg and rested a foot on the rock I was leaning on, pulling me in and guiding my cock into her wet pussy. 
 
    Her eyes rolled back as I slid into her, pushing up off the rock and standing back up again. The first few thrusts were slow and deliberate, letting her wetness cover me and making each thrust a little easier. 
 
    Soon we were fucking hard, our skin slapping against each other. In the back of my head, I thought of the other women I’d been with recently. I promised myself that the first thing I would do after this was tell them. I wasn’t usually the kind to kiss and tell, but they were a major part of my life and they needed to know I wasn’t exclusive to our little pack. 
 
    With the decision made, I thrust even harder, making the Queen gasp with delight. Our motions rolled together like waves until we both hit our climax at the same moment, breathing hard into each other’s mouths as we orgasmed in tandem, collapsing in a heap when we’d finished.  
 
    Once we were dressed, we both leaned up against the rock for a moment and stared up at the blue sky above us. “Your first time in a while?” I said. 
 
    “Was it that obvious?” 
 
    “You practically ripped my clothes off,” I said, chuckling. 
 
    “Was I out of practice?” 
 
    “Umm, no,” I said strongly. “Quite the opposite in fact.” 
 
    “Like riding a bike,” she said.  
 
    I couldn’t disagree with that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Starlit musings 
 
      
 
    The underground cavern seemed even duller and grayer after leaving the outside, which was bright and golden with sunlight. It was a stark reminder that we were outlaws in this world. 
 
    Life down in the cavern wasn’t glamorous, but the Insurgence had the basic necessities available. Hunting parties brought meat. Gathering parties collected water.  
 
    Currently, the mouth-watering aroma of smoked meat roasting over a small fire drifted past my nose. I walked over to the fire to see what was cooking. 
 
    It was a small animal, closely resembling a pig or hog, with plump, juicy flesh hanging from its bones. A hand crank was used to turn the meat over the fire, ensuring it was cooked evenly. The juices from the beast crackled on its skin and dripped down onto the coals, hissing with every drop. It took all the self-control I had to not grab a knife and hack off a bite for myself. 
 
    I had always been mesmerized by a good fire, so I pulled up a stool and sat down to watch the embers glow, the fiery tendrils dance in a way that was almost hypnotic. 
 
    Meat wasn’t the only food we had. The Insurgence had a small hydroponic garden, growing a variety of healthy vegetables. It wasn’t a bad setup, and yet I longed to be back at my little place at the outpost, where the sun could stream through my windows. 
 
    Finally, the meat was ready. The portions were rationed, but even still, the small amount I received made my mouth water as I ate it slowly, savoring every charry bite. No one spoke while we ate, each lost to our own thoughts. Eventually, however, the meal was finished and it was time to talk before bed. Prepare for what was to come.  
 
    Near the edge of the cavern, I sat down with Simon, Queen Sierra and Belogon to discuss our next move. 
 
    “I know everyone wants to fight,” I started. 
 
    “Don’t,” Belogon said, reading my mind almost as effectively as Adi. “We’re in this together.” 
 
    “I’m not purposely trying to cut anyone out,” I said. “And everyone has a role to play. But if we think of the Rising as a collective body, and we don’t have enough manpower to attack every part of that body, what’s the most effective and quickest way to bring it down?” I asked. 
 
    Simon smiled. “The heart. Or the brain. Or the femoral artery. Or the jugular. Take your pick.” 
 
    “Bingo. We cut out the heart of the Rising. Sever the femoral artery. Bludgeon the brain. Slash the jugular. And who represents all of those things for the Rising?” 
 
    “Fucking Atticus,” Belogon said. “But how do we take him out when we can’t even breach the city with our forces?”  
 
    Queen Sierra hadn’t said anything, but I could sense her eyes on me. She knew this discussion was fueled by our conversation earlier. 
 
    For the next two hours, the four of us mapped out a new plan. It was aggressive, and it was different. If we wanted it to work, we had to completely change how we approached the Rising. 
 
    Brute force wasn’t going to do it anymore. We tried that far too often and experienced the same result every time. The flaw in our thinking was that Enders were stronger and tougher than humans. On paper, that was true. But in practice, it didn’t matter how tough or strong Ender men were. The humans of the Rising wielded more powerful weapons and did more damage with their counterattacks, especially on the open plains. If we could only get the Ender males inside the city…it might be a different story, a different outcome. 
 
    We had to do something they wouldn’t expect. We had to outsmart them—and then, when we eventually went for blood, we would have to make every single blow count. 
 
    We would make the first move soon, and it would, by necessity, only involve a few of us. The rest would have to stay behind, which I know would frustrate some of them, but which was necessary to ensure their safety.  
 
    By the time the meeting concluded, most of our makeshift city was asleep. I wandered the cave, eventually climbing the ladder to sit outside and stare at a sky full of stars. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be getting some sleep?” Gehn asked as she clambered up to sit beside me. Just behind her were Adi, Hannah and Belenie. As usual, Bel sat on the opposite side of me from Gehn. 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” I chuckled. “Just thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Destiny. Gehn, you told me this was my destiny. You said I would lead a unified force of Enders and humans into battle to unite the Ends. Every time I’ve led our army into battle, we’ve been destroyed. And yet, maybe because I’m a glutton for punishment, I still believe in your visions.” 
 
    Gehn leaned in next to me and rested her head on my shoulder. “It’s still your destiny.” 
 
    I shrugged. “The Queen says I will be the god of the Ends. I guess I don’t see it or want it.” 
 
    “You’ve been talking to the Queen, huh?” Hannah said from the opposite side.  
 
    Shit. I’d forgotten to tell them the truth. I knew I needed to. “We did more than just talking,” I admitted. “We had sex.” 
 
    “We are aware,” Hannah said. “But thank you for telling us.” 
 
    “You’re welcome? Are you pissed off?” 
 
    “Is she joining our group?” The question came from Belenie.  
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. She’s too free a spirit to be a part of something so tightknit.  
 
    “Don’t fuck her again, Cutter,” Hannah said. “No more straying from the group, not unless it’s someone who is going to join us.” 
 
    She was right. I’d been far too frivolous. In the past, sex was just sex, but now…these women meant the world to me. I needed to be as loyal to them as they were to me. “I should tell you I had sex with Vega too, before she…” 
 
    “We know that, too. Took you long enough to tell us.” There was a twinge of disappointment in Gehn’s tone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. So sorry. Being a part of something like this…it doesn’t come naturally to me anymore. Back when I was in the army it was different. But now…” 
 
    “Now you are a part of something. A family. We are your family now.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling a swell of warmth in my chest. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. On that note, Gehn and Belenie, do you two have anything to say to each other.” 
 
    Gehn cringed and I knew I had her. She couldn’t be a hypocrite now. “Fuck,” she muttered under her breath.  
 
    Bel said, “I screwed up, Gehn. I thought I was helping everyone, that I could convince Atticus I had switched sides and secretly undermine him. But I was wrong. I should’ve stayed with you all. I almost died because of my mistake. Maybe I should have.” 
 
    I hated the defeat in her tone, especially when I’d seen just how close she’d come to being murdered in Atticus’s deranged electric chair. But I said nothing—this wasn’t my conversation to participate in. 
 
    “Jesus, Bel, don’t say that,” Gehn said. “I was pissed off, maybe still am a little, but you’re still my family. You’re still my friend. I don’t want you dead. I just wanted you to own up for your mistakes. Now you’ve done that. We’re good.” 
 
    The smile on Bel’s face could melt ice. “Oh, Gehn,” she said, and the two finally moved toward each other crawling in front of me to hug it out.  
 
    “Now that that’s taken care of,” I said. “I want you all to know that the winds are changing. Regardless of what Gehn’s vision showed her, that doesn’t mean we need to try to force it to come true. We need to do the things that are best for all of us, and maybe the vision will just happen when it’s supposed to.” 
 
    Gehn tilted her head to the side thoughtfully. “What is the plan?” 
 
    I told them what I’d discussed with the others earlier.  
 
    “I like it,” Gehn said after a few minutes. “You don’t have anything left to prove. Win or lose, you’ve united the Ends already. That’s something nobody else can say.” She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek before excusing herself to bed. One by one, the other three kissed me and then clambered down the ladder into the darkness. 
 
    Gehn was right. I knew it. I just didn’t want to say it out loud, to take credit for something I’d been reluctant to participate in at the start, something that, for me, had initially about a regular paycheck I could use to buy booze and waste away the days. To these people, I’m already the one responsible for bringing us all together. Now it’s time to go for the kill shot. I’m not coming all this way and doing all this work to lose. I’m going to bring down the Rising. No, I’m going to bring down Atticus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The scalpel 
 
      
 
    Even for the Ends, it was unseasonably hot in the morning. Downright sweltering. Maybe the hottest morning I’ve ever felt since the Blast. Almost as if the world was trying to tell us that we had nowhere left to go because we were already in hell. 
 
    Our small group—Simon, Belogon and Gehn—climbed out of the cave and hid behind the rocks while our eyes adjusted to the near-blinding light. I hadn’t gone more than two steps out of the cave before I felt sweat dripping down my temple. 
 
    This is it, Cutter. No more playing around. 
 
    Before we exited the cave, I’d stood in front of the Ender people in hiding one last time. I gave a fired-up speech about admitting defeat, settling, and allowing yourself to be treated as a second-class citizen. It wasn’t a “rah-rah” speech. I simply wanted them to know that the reason they were in hiding was because they allowed themselves to be there. It was harsh, but not unfair. Some of them glared at me. Some of them openly cursed me. I didn’t care. I’d given them something to think about while I was away. When—if—I returned, they could choose to either kill me or rejoin me with a fire in their belly. 
 
    That was the big turning point when I was failing to fall asleep the night before. The reason I couldn’t win a war with these people was because they were all content to just live out their lives in Paris. Even after their city was destroyed, they talked about rebuilding it. Yes, that was a noble goal eventually. But the more immediate goal should be taking Rome from the Rising.  
 
    And yet, despite their size and strength, they were always going to be banished to Paris. That bothered me, and I let them know it. 
 
    “You were harsh,” Gehn said afterwards. 
 
    “Tough love has its place. A leader can’t just pat everyone on the back and tell them they’re doing a great job or whatever. Sometimes, they need the truth. And the truth is, I might have failed time and time again, but I’m doing everything I can while they’re waiting around for someone to save them.” 
 
    We walked on for Rome, the sun beating down on our faces and backs, forcing us to stop for water frequently, though we were still cautious to ration what little we had. It was uncertain when we might be able to replenish our canteens. 
 
    I thought about the past. Previous efforts involved all of us trying to destroy as much of Rome as we could at once. We employed aggressive attacks to take a figurative sledgehammer to as much of the city as we could cover. As a result, we hadn’t landed a single major blow on the Rising. Hell, the closest thing to a victory was destroying Atticus’s electric chair and saving Belenie. But even that was more of a psychological victory than a physical one.  
 
    Today, we were trying something different, using a scalpel rather than a sledgehammer. 
 
    We paved a path across the dusty ground in relative silence. We were all too tired to talk. Plus, there wasn’t much else to say at this point.  
 
    Simon was the key to this particular operation, because he knew his way around Rome, especially within Atticus’s headquarters. No, he wouldn’t be able to waltz right in like he’d done in the past—sabotaging Atticus’s electric chair had guaranteed him the top spot on the Rising’s Most Wanted List—but his knowledge was still invaluable.  
 
    Belogon was usually involved for his strategic mind, but not this time. This time he was our muscle, his large Ender frame causing him to cast the largest shadow by far across the Ends. Plus, I knew I could trust him implicitly. 
 
    Gehn was there for her ability as a warrior and also her stealth. I’d never met someone who I could trust to have my back as much as her. Seeing her confident gait now, the killer gleam in her eye, was such a stark contradiction to the timid woman I’d first met that it took my breath away in the best possible way. 
 
    A nervous excitement rolled through me as the city’s skyline came into view on the horizon. I could feel the weight of the mission heavy on my shoulders. The journey had taken the better part of the day and, as planned, long shadows were now creeping across the Ends. We stopped, taking cover behind a rolling hill with a hollow windbreak on the east-facing flank. We drank the little water we had left and gobbled down some salted meat from the prior night’s meal. On this mission, we would only take ourselves and our weapons.  
 
    “Everyone know what they’re supposed to do?” I asked.  
 
    I knew it was an unnecessary question, but it was still good to get confirmation. Gehn and Belogon looked at each other and nodded. Simon said, “It’s a simple plan. What could go wrong?” 
 
    I knew he was being funny and appreciated the moment of levity. I snorted. “Nothing, of course. Walk in. Murder and mayhem. Walk out. Easy peasy.” 
 
    There were grim smiles all around. Complete darkness had fallen now, the cloudy night providing exactly the cover we needed, almost as if the weather itself had allied with us. Then again, if that were true, a bolt of lightning would come searing down and shock Atticus to death like he’d wanted to do to Belenie with his damn chair.  
 
    If only. No, I thought. Tonight we are the lightning. 
 
    Belogon and Gehn headed to the corner of the city wall to walk around to the south entrance. That would put them closest to their target—the trucks. 
 
    Simon and I headed in the opposite direction. Our target was less mechanical, made up of flesh and bones and ill-intentions. Our target was Atticus himself. 
 
    The last time we were here, we strode straight into the city. Simon had led the way, distracting his Rising buddies while I’d followed in the shadows. This time, neither of us had the luxury of being seen, so we stopped short of the break in the walls that provided entrance into the city. It was time to use the heavy coil of rope attached to a grappling hook that we’d taken turns hauling across the wasteland. 
 
    Simon took the first crack, swinging the hook around his head like a rodeo cowboy about to rope a steer. Clank! The metal hook rebounded off the wall and was sucked back to the earth by gravity. The sound was loud. Too loud. For a few moments we held our collective breaths and waited, expecting to hear the growl of trucks as Rising soldiers emerged from the city to investigate.  
 
    Instead, there was no sound, only the wind whipping across the desert.  
 
    “My turn,” I said. I learned from Simon’s mistake and didn’t try to make my throw too precise, giving it everything I had. The hook sailed well over the wall and out of sight. I gave the rope a gentle tug and it still had a lot of give in it. I pulled it back inch by inch. I was just starting to worry there wasn’t anything for the hooks to catch on when the line went taut. I pulled it slowly but firmly to set the hook.  
 
    “Ladies first,” I said, gesturing Simon forward.  
 
    “Hilarious.” 
 
    In truth, it was more than a bad joke. He weighed a lot less than me. Worst case scenario, at least he would get into the city even if the hook failed me. Plus then he’d be at the top to help hold the rope if the hook wasn’t set as well as we’d hoped.  
 
    It worked out. His climbing abilities were impressive as he clambered up the rope using cracks in the wall as tiny steps. I followed him, more slowly. I wasn’t a natural climber. My upper body made me somewhat top heavy and it showed. Still, I made it eventually. Going down was far easier. We reversed the positioning of the hook, careful to secure it in another crack, and then took turns shimmying down to the ground.  
 
    The city was dark and silent. We could almost hear it breathing, the rise and fall of a slumbering mutated beast out in the Ends.  
 
    “Lead the way,” I told Simon. Though I’d been here twice now, in both instances I was a fugitive so I hadn’t really had the time to get the lay of the land. Simon knew the city like the back of his hand and could get us where we needed to go in the most efficient manner.  
 
    Soon, we reached the middle of the city, where the burned-out chair still stood on the makeshift platform. Atticus was probably using it as some kind of a symbol against us—“Look what those bastards did! They destroyed our murderous device!” 
 
    We reached Atticus’s headquarters, a place I’d been inside once before, with Hannah as my escort. I’d told Simon about the experience, and he’d nodded vehemently. “Dirk is good people,” he’d said when I’d mentioned the large man responsible for Atticus’s security. I knew from experience that Dirk might pretend to be loyal to the Rising leader, but inwardly he was a conflicted man.  
 
    Thus, I counted off the windows from memory as we skirted the building’s perimeter, until we reached one that had been painted black on the inside. Bingo. “You agree?” I asked, pointing to the glass.  
 
    “That’s Dirk’s room all right. Let’s just hope he’s home.” 
 
    I lifted a knuckle and gently tapped on the glass. We both waited, eyes flicking around us just in case someone else heard the sound.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I tapped again, slightly louder this time.  
 
    I heard movement, shuffling, behind the window. At the edge of the glass, where there was a bare spot free of paint, an eye appeared. Then, to my surprise, the window opened.  
 
    I couldn’t help it—I flinched. If anything, Dirk looked even bigger than he had the first time I met him, when he’d hugged Hannah and seemed to swallow her whole. He frowned, his eyes roaming the area around us. “Where’s Hannah?” he asked.  
 
    “She couldn’t make this particular trip,” I said. Then, thinking better of myself, added, “But she’s safe. I swear it.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good to hear. Hey, Simon.” He turned toward my partner. Simon offered a head nod. Dirk turned back to me. “What do you need, Cutter?” So he remembered who I was. His words also made me feel like I’d made the right call. If he wanted to take me out like his boss would expect, we wouldn’t be talking right now.  
 
    “I’m here for Atticus,” I said, barely loud enough for the words to reach his ears. 
 
    He nodded again, his expression unsurprised. “I understand. Also, well done the other day out in the square.” 
 
    “You were there?” To have not seen the giant man towering over the throngs of people seemed impossible.  
 
    “I was watching from a distance. Atticus flew off the handle afterwards. He hasn’t come out of his room yet. He’s in there with…” 
 
    “The Ender girl,” I finished, a feeling of dread rising in my gut. The Queen’s daughter. Shit. 
 
    “Correct.” Just then, I heard a low moan arise from somewhere behind Dirk. He glanced back. “Uh, Dirk…is someone else with you?” 
 
    He chuckled. “More than a few someones. But don’t worry about them, they are paid well for their silence.” 
 
    I remembered what Hannah had told me about his unique appetites for the flesh. I couldn’t see beneath his bare chest, and I was glad for it. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he was proudly wearing his birthday suit. 
 
    “C’mon in,” he said.  
 
    “Isn’t there a back entrance of some kind?” 
 
    “Not one that isn’t well guarded. Trust me, your best way in is through this window.” He was right. There was nothing for it. So I pressed the heels of my palms down on the window frame and pulled myself through somewhat awkwardly. Thankfully, there was a bench just inside, which Dirk must’ve been kneeling on as he spoke with us. A lamp cast a low, red light across the space. I could just make out bodies gyrating in the shadows. A woman rearing up, the silhouette of her bare breasts casting dancing shadows on the wall. Beneath her was another woman, their legs locked together as they scissored. Nearby was another women lounging on a bed and watching us. Her legs were open boldly as she touched herself.  
 
    “Dirk, you didn’t say you were inviting friends,” she said, her voice sultry and deep.  
 
    “They’re not staying,” he said. Then he looked at us. “Are you?” 
 
    Oh boy. Hannah had said the man’s fetishes swung in several directions. “Thanks, but no. Another time.” Like never. The women were hot, but the thought of Dirk—who, as it turned out, was wearing shorts, thank the gods—getting all sweaty and grunting in the throes of sex…ugh. Not my cup of tea.  
 
    “Your loss.” The man led us to the door to his room, which I remembered exited into a long hallway. Both ends would be guarded by Atticus’s men. 
 
    “Simon, you know the way?” Dirk asked.  
 
    “Of course. And thank you,” Simon said. 
 
    “Don’t make me regret it,” Dirk said. “I could come with you to ensure the success of your mission?” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly, though the suggestion was tempting. “I don’t want you to lose your position as head of security if we get caught. You’re too valuable to the rest of our people.” 
 
    Dirk looked thoughtful, but then shook both our hands and said, “Good luck.” 
 
    “Come back to bed, baby,” the woman who was masturbating said. She stood to take Dirk’s meaty hand, using her other to grab him through his shorts. Behind her, the other two were moaning even louder in the throes of their passion.  
 
    Which was our cue to leave. I pulled the door closed quietly behind us. “Where to?” I hissed. Inside my head, my mental clock was ticking. I was hoping the others, Gehn and Belogon, were getting close to achieving their goal. We would need the distraction if we were to have any hope of achieving ours.  
 
    I knew that going left would lead us to the building’s main entrance, where the receptionist sat to greet visitors. Simon went right. We didn’t go far, however, because he steered us left and up a stairway. Lightbulbs burned from sconces on the walls. “The Grid is up,” I said, though that was already obvious from the fact that Dirk had had a working light, albeit some kind of weird red sex light.  
 
    At the top of the steps was a door. Simon turned back to meet my eyes. He raised a hand, showing four fingers and a thumb. Five men, I mouthed.  
 
    He nodded. I shrugged. No problem. Five was a walk in the park. Five was pathetic. Then again, we’d surpassed a dozen or so other men by sneaking in through Dirk’s window.  
 
    I made a slowdown motion with my open hand. Be patient.  
 
    Simon tapped his wrist, as if he was wearing a watch. We didn’t need watches. My mental clock never failed me. Another thirty seconds at the most, unless the others had experienced a major problem. I counted down in my head. One way or another, we needed to move in the next minute, distraction or no.  
 
    At ten, I started counting down with my fingers so Simon could see. On one, he opened the door and pushed inside. “The fuck?” a deep voice said.  
 
    I could barely see past him, where a couple of heads turned in his direction. There was another door beyond them. So this space was some sort of a buffer for the guards to hang out in while Atticus did who knew what in his personal quarters—mostly plot genocide and murder. 
 
    “I know,” Simon said. “But I’m not here to hurt Atticus. I’m here to explain. I was being forced to do certain things against my will. But I managed to escape. I swear it.” 
 
    It was a decent speech that sounded truthful.  
 
    However, I could immediately tell by the guards’ reactions they weren’t going to buy it. Not that we’d expected them to. In fact, we’d expected exactly this sort of reaction, which was why Simon had gone first with his hands raised, weaponless. If I’d gone in guns blazing, we might not have been able to take them all out before they filled our guts with lead.  
 
    Instead, their guard was down.  
 
    “You fucking traitor,” one of them said, raising a knife. “I’m going to make this slow and painful.” 
 
    His arm never had a chance to land the death blow because the building shook as explosions rocked the night.  
 
    Gehn and Belogon, I thought. You rock stars. 
 
    While he was distracted by the shaking walls, I shot him in the face. Simon had done his part to remain perfectly still so I was able to shoot around him and not accidentally hit him in the process. While the other guards would be reeling in surprise, Simon drew his own weapon, which had been tucked in his waistband. It was in honor of Vega, but also highly effective. The Blinder. I closed my eyes and also put my hands over them for maximum protection. Even still, the flash was bright. For the unsuspecting guards, it was devastating.  
 
    I opened my eyes to find the other four men—Simon had been right, five guards total—on their knees clawing at their burned retinas. Bam. Bam. Bam. Bam. Four bodies hit the floor. I had one bullet left so I reloaded.  
 
    Atticus would know exactly what was happening, and might even try to go out a window, so I didn’t waste any time. I kicked the door open. Atticus was ready for us, but he wasn’t running like the last time I had him on the ropes. On the contrary, he was waiting for us, his teeth gritted in determination.  
 
    In front of him was a young woman, perhaps eighteen or nineteen. She wore a skimpy dressing gown. There were bruises on her arms and legs. One of her eyes was swollen and dark. There were goddamn handprints on her throat. Atticus held the barrel of a gun to her head. 
 
    There was no mistaking the resemblance to Queen Sierra’s daughter.  
 
    Bile rose in my throat as righteous anger turned my vision red.  
 
    This man was the purest of pure evil, the definition of sadistic. If Hotel Hell was real, this man had secured his penthouse suite many years ago.  
 
    “Let her go. She has nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “Ha! You think I’m that stupid?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I do. Did you really think you could rule this world with an iron fist with no repercussions? Haven’t you studied history? Hitler tried to do it. Mussolini too. How’d that work out for them?” 
 
    “They didn’t live during a time when people needed to be told what to do. That time is now. And I’m the one the people need.” 
 
    It was bullshit but seemed to be bullshit the delusional man might actually believe. Not that I cared one way or another. 
 
    I leveled my aim on the Queen’s daughter. That’s when I realized her skin had an unusually smooth texture to it, almost like glass. Part of her mutation, probably. “Without your human shield you’re fucked,” I said.  
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Atticus said, calling my bluff. “You pretend to be all bad and conflicted, but at heart you’re a real softie. That’s your greatest weakness, one I don’t share. I do what needs to be done.” 
 
    I smiled, because this man knew me better than I expected him to, and yet not at all. “So do I,” I said, and then I pulled the trigger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Damages 
 
      
 
    My aim, as usual, had been perfect. The bullet had whistled past the young woman’s ear and right into Atticus’s exposed right shoulder. The opening had been miniscule, but I shot with the confidence of one who’d won many a sharpshooting competition back in the days.  
 
    The impact spun Atticus around and he was forced to release the girl, who fell forward, crying out.  
 
    But Atticus was a fighter. No one could get to where he’d gotten without being one. He dove to the floor just as I fired my next shot, which would’ve ended him. I charged forward, pressing the advantage, but when I reached the spot he’d gone down, he was gone. The blast came from near my feet, where the snake had slithered under the bed. It was a tough place to shoot from, and he only managed to graze my boot. He probably expected me to run away to put distance between us. Or dive to the ground to try to shoot him. He’d be able to take a bunch of shots at me then. But I did neither of those two things.  
 
    I dove onto the bed, rolling across and landing on my feet, pivoting in the same motion. I grabbed the base of the bed and threw it as high as I could. I flipped over, leaving Atticus blinking and shocked at losing his cover. Bam. I stepped closer, though his body was already slumped over, his eyes unseeing. Bam. Another step. Bam. His body twitching. Bam. Half his face gone. Bam. The other half.  
 
    It was overkill. But this was a man who deserved to die and die again and die again.  
 
    For the Queen daughter, lying on the floor covered in bruises and scars.  
 
    For the hundreds of dead Enders.  
 
    For Vega.  
 
    For my goddamn dog, Chuck, who’d been the purest of souls, who should’ve lived forever. 
 
    I stopped to stare down at the dead body of a tyrant. I spat on his corpse. I unzipped my pants and pulled out my dick, urinating on his body. Juvenile and somewhat screwed up, but I didn’t care. This man deserved the worst treatment possible. I hoped his black soul was watching from afar, cringing. I hoped that same black soul was headed to a place where it would endure eternal suffering and torment. If not, then there was no true justice in this world.  
 
    I took a deep breath and turned toward Simon. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Free.” It was all he said. He didn’t pass judgement on my actions. 
 
    “Well, there’s no time to celebrate, because—” The door flew open and two Rising guards charged in. They looked down at Atticus lying in a pool of blood.  
 
    “My God…” one of them muttered. 
 
    They took a few steps forward before I drew Alpha and Beta. “Hold on, guys. Stay right there, and let’s talk about this.” They froze with fearful looks on their faces. “You could attack us and kill us, but what good would it do? We just freed you from the tyranny and control of Atticus. We’re taking over. If you try to attack us, I’ll fill you with bullets now. But if you look the other way, maybe you can be a part of something greater. A new world. One worth living in.” 
 
    Simon displayed his empty hands as he walked closer to the guards. “None of us liked or trusted Atticus. We were slaves to his power. This is a new dawn for the Rising, for Rome, and for the Ends. You can be a part of the new beginning, or…” He pointed to Atticus’ body. “...you can be a relic of the past.” 
 
    Both of them clenched their lips together and stood up straight. They stepped aside, ushering us out of the room. I wasn’t falling for that shit. I stopped to pat them down, relieving them of their weapons. They glared at me. Nope. These men weren’t sold on us just yet. I shot one in the leg and the other in the arm, this time with Beta, who was fully loaded. 
 
    Simon looked shocked as the men howled with pain and went down, but I said only, “Time to rendezvous with the others.” 
 
    Chills ran down my spine as we backtracked.  
 
    “I can’t believe we pulled it off,” Simon said. 
 
    “Well, if we’re dreaming, I guess we’ll have to do it again when we wake up.” I grinned like a jackal. I was flying high, on cloud nine. Killing Atticus had been one of the best moments of my life.  
 
    The streets were full of commotion, people groggy as they’d been awakened from sleep by the explosions. But no one looked our way. Not this time. This time they were scared and confused, searching for their leader.  
 
    “To the city square!” I shouted. “Atticus wants to make an announcement!” 
 
    This seemed to give everyone a collective purpose and they moved like sheep in the direction of the common area. We moved with the flow, energized despite the hour.  
 
    When we reached the platform, we found Gehn and Belogon there. They were surrounded by Rising members, who were wielding clubs and knives. A few even had guns and looked on the verge of using them.  
 
    Simon and I shoved the crowd, shouting, “Wait!” The crowd parted for us but continued to threaten the two Enders.  
 
    Gehn, for her part, seemed unconcerned by the threats. “Did you do it?” she asked as I ran up to block her from being shot. 
 
    “We did it,” I confirmed. 
 
    She jumped to her feet and threw her arms around me, then hugged Simon as well. “Oh my God, we did it.” 
 
    “And the vehicles?” I asked. 
 
    “Disabled,” she replied. “We blew up a few of them, but others we just cut the starter wires. We can fix them later for our own use.” 
 
    “Smart.” She had thought this through. 
 
    “Now what?” Belogon asked. “These people look like they want to cut off my head.” 
 
    “Leave it to me.” I turned around to face the scared, angry mob. “I am Cutter,” I said.  
 
    Murmurs bubbled across the crowd. They knew exactly who I was now.  
 
    “Ender fucker!” someone shouted. “You’re worse than them!” another said. There was animosity in their voices, the cries of the ignorant who’d been lied to for so long. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t hate them for it. Not when they’d been brainwashed so completely. This is as good a time as any to start communicating, I thought. “People of the Rising!” I shouted. “Atticus has been struck down! You are free from the clutches of his insane lust for power! It is a new era of peace in the Ends!” Nobody seemed to know how to react. I was met with blank stares. “No longer will we thirst for blood. You have been lied to. The Enders may look different, but they are still people. I’ve walked amongst them, fought by their sides. Never have they tried to hurt me.” Well, mostly not, I thought. “Enders and the Rising can coexist in peace and respect. We will join together and defend ourselves as one people—the survivors of the Ends. From now on, we will all be called Enders.” 
 
    “Never!” someone shouted. A man stepped forward, one of the guys with a gun. He leveled it at me.  
 
    “You can shoot me,” I said, puffing out my chest to expose it. “But it won’t change anything. Change is coming, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Go to hel—” he started to say and saw the moment he was going to pull the trigger, but then strong hands grabbed him from behind and took the gun away from him like he was a child being relieved of a lollipop. Dirk loomed over him and then snapped his head forward, cracking the guy in the nose with his skull. The man dropped like a rock, blood pouring from his nostrils.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, smiling at the monstrous man.  
 
    “This is worth missing my little party for,” he said, grinning. He turned back to the crowd. “Cutter, the Enders, are not our enemy. You know me. I worked for Atticus for a long time, trying to maintain peace the best I could. But he was out of control. I never truly believed in his vision of the Ends. I am an Ender.” 
 
    His words touched my heart and I could tell they touched Gehn’s too.  
 
    The people were still confused, but then someone in the crowd, someone who was clearly human, said, “I am an Ender.” 
 
    I recognized the person as one of the Insurgence members. A plant. Another person, another Insurgence member, said, “I am an Ender.” 
 
    My heart was racing now, because we’d left all these people back underground when we’d started this assassination mission. More were popping up now, repeating the same words. But I wasn’t really listening anymore, because I was scanning the crowd for her, one of the ones who’d started it all. She stood near the back, her blonde hair shining in the moonlight.  
 
    Hannah. My Hannah. She stood proudly, lifting her chin and raising her voice for all to hear. “That is my sister up there. She is an Ender. I did not transform like her. And yet I am an Ender just the same.” My eyes met hers and a thousand words passed between us. Yes, she’d agreed to stay behind while her own sister and I embarked on a mission that had been just as likely to result in our deaths than Atticus’s. But she’d lied to us. Lied to us in the best possible way, following in our wake with the Insurgence and anyone else who would come. She might’ve saved our lives.  
 
    More and more people were speaking the same words now—I am an Ender—except these weren’t our people. These were Rising members who’d remained silent for so long. Finally, they’d been given a voice and a safe place to express their feelings.  
 
    It took my breath away.  
 
    “Are either of you surprised that these people are not mobbing us and tearing us limb from limb yet?” I asked the others. 
 
    “Not really.” Simon shook his head. “The Rising hated Enders because…well, Atticus told them to. There was no real valid source of animosity between them. It was just something that they did. They hated them because Atticus saw the Enders as a threat. What better way to eliminate a threat than by turning the mob against them? All they needed was a new voice to follow.” Simon put his hand on my shoulder. “And that voice, my friend, is yours.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. That voice is all of ours.” I spread my arms out to indicate the entire crowd. “This is our world now.” 
 
    I thought of Gehn’s vision, how it hadn’t exactly turned out the way she’d predicted it. Then again, I’d never been a big believer in destiny. I had always made my own destiny.  
 
    “Let’s clean this place up and move in. The first step will be to figure out whether anyone is still loyal to Atticus.” I was eager to take over. “And let’s get anyone left in the cave out of there. We have a new home now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    A new day 
 
      
 
    We wasted no time in moving into Rome. For now, I was in charge. Maybe I would be for a while, but once the dust settled I wanted to restore democracy, hold an election as to who would hold power. We would need checks and balances on that power too. It was an overwhelming task, but a necessary one. 
 
    For now, however, as the temporary leader, I instituted a law that anyone who intentionally harmed another citizen of Rome, unless in self-defense, would be banished. In the case of murder, the punishment would be an eye for an eye.  
 
    I needed to make sure that everyone understood I was serious about peace. 
 
    As the sun rose on a new day, I climbed to the roof of Atticus’s headquarters and stepped out to overlook the city. To my surprise, Enders and members of the Rising were already starting to interact with each other. Many of them appeared to be reluctant, but they were trying. 
 
    For it being the first day, I felt that was an encouraging step in the right direction. 
 
    Atticus’s body was gone from my new bedroom. Sierra’s daughter was being cared for by Adi and Belenie, who would get her healed right up. It would take longer to heal the poor girl’s mind, but that would come with time too. When the Queen saw her, she’d hugged her like she might never let go. Over her shoulder, she’d smiled at me. A real, genuine smile. It warmed my heart.  
 
    It was no surprise that Atticus had outfitted his room with elegance—or at least, as elegant as a room can get in the Ends. He had soft rugs lying all over the floor, a comfortable bed covered in blankets, and a sitting area with plush furniture that somehow survived the Blast. The blood stains had been cleaned up already. I had to hand it to the staff in this place, they were efficient. 
 
    Compared to the small shack I had been living in with Chuck, this might as well have been a mansion. 
 
    Knock-knock. 
 
    “Come on in.” I had nothing to fear now. Only those loyal to me were permitted in the headquarters for now. Later, maybe I could make myself more accessible to ex-Rising members too.  
 
    The door opened and Simon stepped in, smiling. “Well, what do you think of your new digs?” 
 
    “Somebody pinch me and make sure I’m not dreaming.” I shook my head in disbelief. “I have always been confident, but I still thought us winning was a longshot.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you give up?” 
 
    “I—” I thought about it. “Simon, it’s just not in my blood.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding. I had a feeling he felt the same way. He’d risked his own life for many years trying to sabotage Atticus’s evil plans.   
 
    “So,” I said. “You know this place better than me. Other than this room, what else do I have?” 
 
    Simon looked up at the ceiling. “Let’s see…well, for starters, I’ve been talking with those who previously served Atticus. I’m promising them much fairer treatment from you, so they’re agreeing to stay on and help you out as you settle in. Well, most of them. There were two altercations already. We had to banish one and execute the other. It wasn’t such a bad thing though. It sent a strong message to any who might consider trying to overthrow you while the dust is still settling on your coup. You’ll have a full staff at your disposal to help you find whatever you need, get you food, run errands for you.” 
 
    Holy shit. I hit the gold mine here. When I started this, I was just looking to make a little coin, but then at some point a greater purpose became my goal. Still, I didn’t mind a few spoils for my efforts.  
 
    Simon continued: “And down one level is your washroom. You’ll have a few maidservants available to bathe you and pamper you. I have a feeling you’ll never be cleaner.” 
 
    Smartass. He’s right, but still…smartass. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked, turning away from the window. “You’ve got digs here too now, right? You’re just as much a part of this as anybody else. Go talk to whoever you need to do get yourself the next-best room in this place. I know you worked closely with Atticus but find whoever was treated just as well as Atticus and kick them out. That’s your place now.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cutter.” 
 
    “You bet. Now get the hell out. I want to enjoy the peace and quiet of my new home.” 
 
    Simon laughed, then walked out, closing the door behind him. The silence in the room left my ears ringing—and it felt fantastic. 
 
    I walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge of it, looking around the room. Near the seating area stood a large fireplace and a rack of wood. Not a bad idea. Let’s enjoy every bit of this room tonight. 
 
    After about ten minutes of stacking wood and lighting kindling, a small flame had caught on and was filling the fireplace with heat and light. I smiled to myself. Chuck would have loved to lie in front of this fireplace every night. Damn, I wish he were here to enjoy this. 
 
    Another knock sounded at the door. 
 
    “Simon, I told you to leave me the hell alone!” I shouted. 
 
    The door opened slowly, and in walked Hannah. She wore a soft black robe tied at her waist. It stopped just above her knees, showcasing the bottoms of her thighs and her sculpted calves. “Hey, stranger.” 
 
    “Well, hello there. Sorry about that, thought you were Simon. You look comfy.” She laughed. “I haven’t really had much of a chance to talk to you or Gehn since the takeover. Are you two moved in yet? Is Adi and Belenie in here yet? If not, start kicking people out. Tell Simon to back you up if you need to.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Everybody’s great. We’re all settling in. It’s hard to believe we’re actually here.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. But hey, you were the one who started this whole thing. This palace is just as much yours as it is mine.” 
 
    “You did the dirty work. I just hired you. And speaking of that…I owe you your paycheck.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. We’re here now, I don’t need a dime.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    She untied her robe and let it drop to the floor. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath it. The light of the fire danced on her skin, and I smiled. 
 
    Hannah walked toward me, her blonde hair falling across her shoulders, framing her perfect smile. Her voluptuous breasts bounced with every step, inviting my gaze. 
 
    I leaned in to kiss her, but she gave me a gentle shove backward, then guided me by my shoulders until I was standing in front of the bed. With just the slightest hint of aggression, Hannah pushed me down onto the bed in a sitting position and yanked my shirt off over my head, then pushed me down onto my back. 
 
    She climbed on top of me, straddling my torso. I expected her to grab me and passionately kiss me. Instead, she ran her hands slowly along my chest, shoulders, and abs, massaging my sore muscles. 
 
    Though I was eager to get down to business, I had no interest in fighting the massage. It felt amazing. She rubbed and stroked my skin, silently relaxing every muscle in my upper body for several minutes. It felt so good I nearly fell asleep right there. 
 
    But of course, she wasn’t done. 
 
    Hannah climbed off me and pulled off my pants. Again, she didn’t just go straight for the sex. She rubbed my thighs and my abdomen, gently grazing the sides of my dick with her thumbs while she focused her energy on releasing the tension in the rest of my body. 
 
    She worked her way down my legs, massaging my calves and my feet. All I could do was lie there and stare at her gorgeous body while she gave me all the attention. 
 
    Then, she slid her hands up my legs and wrapped her fingers around my cock, which was rock hard by this point. She slowly and deliberately ran them up and down the shaft, gently rubbing the head, while I felt every pulse as it throbbed in her hands. 
 
    She bent over and put her mouth in front of it, quietly exhaling her breath across the tip of my dick. It sent waves of passion coursing through my body. I sat up and pulled her in by the back of the neck. 
 
    Hannah eagerly sucked my cock, taking every inch of it down her throat. I dragged my fingertips down her back while she nearly sucked the life out of me. 
 
    After a few minutes, she stood up and turned around, displaying the round form of her ass to me. I dug my fingers into her hips and pulled her down. She carefully slid the tip of my cock into her sex and sank her hips until I was completely inside her. 
 
    She grabbed my hands and pulled them up to her tits, squeezing them. I tugged on her nipples as she rocked her hips back and forth, pressing her body tightly against mine. 
 
    Hannah let out a soft moan, leaning her head back onto my shoulder and pressing it against mine. Then she guided my hand down between her legs so I could rub her clit as she rode my cock. 
 
    She bent forward and steadied herself with her hands on my knees, bouncing her ass on my cock so hard that our skin slapped together loudly. I wondered to myself if anyone on the outside of that door would hear us. 
 
    We rocked and thrust for several moments, ramping up our collective ecstasy until I knew we were both ready to finish. I let her finish first, her moans spurring me on further. Even after I knew she had orgasmed, she continued to ride me, the friction sending waves of pleasure through my body until I could hold back no longer. I spurted inside her, throwing my head back with sheer and unadulterated passion.  
 
    I collapsed backward on the bed and she sat up, my cock still inside of her. She rocked her hips a few more times, and my body quivered with pleasure. She crawled onto the bed next to me and planted a gentle kiss on my lips. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing peace to the Ends,” she said. “Thank you for being you.” I kissed her forehead and cradled her into my arms. She fell asleep next to me on the bed. I held her while I watched the glow of the fire on the ceiling. Hannah eventually murmured something and rolled over. Not tired in the least, I climbed out of bed and made my way to my balcony. I looked out over the city.  
 
    In that moment, I truly did feel like a god. 
 
    Maybe Queen Sierra was right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    An unsettling peace 
 
      
 
    I woke up to the feeling of Hannah kissing me on the neck.  
 
    As the sunlight streamed in through the window, she kissed me down my chest and stomach until she reached my cock, then sucked me hard for a few minutes until I was ready to blow. Then she slid up me, her pussy enveloping my leg until it reached my erection. She grabbed me with her hands and positioned me inside her. Then she began to ride once more, touching her breast with one hand, her other hand grabbing a fistful of her own hair. I placed both my hands firmly on her ass, helping her thrust and ride.  
 
    Because of the previous night’s activities, we were able to last a lot longer this time, changing positions several times. Reverse cowgirl. Doggie style. Finally we settled on a vigorous 69 in which I eagerly ate her out and she sucked me off so expertly by the end I could hold out, spurting what I had left into her mouth. She’d always been a swallower and she gulped, wiping her mouth with the sheets. Then she curled up against me, our hearts beating wildly in time.  
 
    For about half an hour, we lay in bed, snuggled up tightly. Our warm, naked bodies pressed against each other. I hadn’t been so comfortable in years. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    Finally, she pushed herself up, offering me one more gaze at her perfect tits before she kissed me and grabbed her robe off the floor. She slipped her arms in and wrapped her body in it, tying the sash around her waist once again. 
 
    “I am going to go check on Gehn, see how she’s doing. It’s our first full day in power in the Ends. I’m curious to see how everyone’s getting along in the city.” 
 
    “Me too.” I folded my hands and rested them behind my head as I watched her walk out, admiring how perfect her ass looked, even in that robe. “I’m sure we’ll run into each other downstairs at some point. After all the stress of fighting this war, I’m going to take my time enjoying the first peaceful morning in, like, ever.” 
 
    She smiled as she pulled open the door. “And you should, too. I’ll see you later, Cutter.” She tossed me a wink before stepping out. 
 
    I sighed to myself seeing the sunshine coming in from outside. It looked like it was going to be a perfect day. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t work to do. If there was one thing the army had taught me it was how to work hard. I was ready.  
 
    I rose to my feet and grabbed my pants. I spent about ten seconds looking in Atticus’s mirror, a place where I was certain he spent hours admiring his reflection. My face was a history of sorts, each scar an event burned into my memory. My three-day scruff made me look like a hooligan. All in all, I was somewhere between homeless person and badass. With a little bit of spit on my palm, I shaped my bedhead into something that half-resembled a style, which landed me squarely on the side of badass. Then I walked out the door. A short, skinny man charged up to me from the other side of the hallway. 
 
    “Mr. Cutter, sir? Good morning. My name is Jason.” 
 
    “Good morning, Jason. And just who are you?” The fellow had apparently been waiting outside my room all morning just waiting for me to emerge. 
 
    “I was Atticus’s personal assistant, sir. I basically connected him with anyone in the palace, made appointments for him, just ensured that his life was running smoothly.” 
 
    “And where do your loyalties lie?” 
 
    His face went white as a sheet. “With you, sir, I swear it. Serving Atticus was all about survival. Someone like me wouldn’t survive long in the wild, wild west otherwise.” 
 
    From the looks of him, I knew he was right. He was a downright Poindexter. Plus, having an assistant could come in handy. “Nice to have you aboard, Jason. And I can assure you that working for me will be nothing like working with Atticus.” 
 
    He laughed nervously. “Thank God!” I could almost see the tension melt from his body. “What are your plans today?” 
 
    I pretended to sniff my pits. “In case your sense of smell isn’t working, I need a bath. That’s down one floor?” 
 
    “Yes, sir! I’ll run ahead and let the maidservants know you are coming.” He scurried off down the hall, eager to make a good first impression. 
 
    Nice kid. 
 
    Fear seemed to be a powerful motivator for these people. As I walked down the hall to descend one floor, various people milling about kept their eyes down, avoiding eye contact with me. It didn’t take long for me to figure out that Atticus must have ordered everyone to avoid interacting with him. Such a pompous little prick. What a life he led. 
 
    I reached the floor with the washroom and was surprised to see the entire floor was a bathing area. Two large tubs on each side of the floor stood, waiting for bathers. But at the end of the floor was a large, thick curtain. 
 
    Jason was waiting by the curtain, and he waved me over. “Mr. Cutter, this is the private wash area that was reserved for Atticus. His maidservants are inside, and they have heated water for you whenever you want to bathe.” 
 
    “So just… walk in and drop my pants?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes. These women are trained to do all the work for you. All you have to do is walk in, and they will lead you through the rest of the process. Enjoy!” 
 
    He stepped aside and walked across the floor to the stairs. Shrugging my shoulders, I pulled back the curtain and entered the wash area. 
 
    To my surprise, three of the most beautiful women I had ever seen were standing there, completely naked, with smiles on their faces. All three were redheads, which I assumed must have been some sort of edict from Atticus. But I wasn’t about to argue. 
 
    Without saying a word, the middle one stepped toward me and gently pulled down my pants, guiding them off my feet. She then took me by the hand and led me up the stone steps into the tub. The two other girls followed, dipping themselves into the warm water. 
 
    “How is this water so warm already? I just told Jason I wanted a bath.” 
 
    One of them smiled as she picked up a small wooden cup and poured water over my neck and shoulders. “Our job is to keep a bath ready at all times. There is never a time of day when this water is cold.” 
 
    While she poured water over me and massaged my shoulders, the two other girls each took a hand and massaged my palms, then my fingers. I had no idea a hand massage could feel so good, but every muscle in each hand was aching and I didn’t realize it. 
 
    Slowly, they moved up my arms, massaging my forearms and biceps. I closed my eyes and enjoyed it as the girl behind me wrapped her arms around me and massaged my pecs. 
 
    In the last twelve hours, I’ve had more massage action than I have had in more than a decade out here. It sure is good to be the king. 
 
    Each girl then grabbed a bar of soap and stood me up in the water. It was impossible to not be turned on at this point, so I just stood at attention and let my dick rise. I assumed that was part of this anyway. The girls giggled to themselves, then eagerly washed me from the waist down. 
 
    They lowered me back into the water to rinse me off, then gave me one more full-body rubdown. I couldn’t have been more relaxed if I tried. 
 
    “Would you like any of us to stick around while you finish your bath, sir?” 
 
    I opened my eyes. “Is that…common? Do one of you normally stay?” They smiled and nodded. It was…exceptionally tempting, I couldn’t deny it. They were all exquisite. But as I’d said to the women before, they were my family now. “Whether you stay or go is entirely up to you. Do you know if Hannah, Gehn, Adi or Belenie are around?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh,” one of them said, shocked. Probably because three of the four women I’d mentioned were Enders. “Uh, yeah, Hannah and Gehn left already but Adi and Belenie are here. Shall I summon them?” 
 
    Summon wasn’t really the word I would’ve used. “Just send a message and ask if they’ll come down here.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    The other two women looked uncertain. “If you wish, stay. Enjoy the water. And you can return after you send the message.” 
 
    While one of them slipped outside the curtain and said a few words, I sank into the warm water. The other two women looked at each other and then did the same. The third returned, cocked her eyebrow and then followed suit.  
 
    A few minutes later then curtains parted and Adi and Belenie walked in, looking damn hot as always. They stopped short upon seeing me with the less-than-clothed women in the water.  
 
    “Morning beautiful. And beautiful.” I drank them in with my eyes. “Care to join us?” 
 
    Belenie said, “With them?” She didn’t sound angry, just curious.  
 
    “That’s up to you. I can ask them to leave.” 
 
    “No,” she said quickly. “The more the merrier.” I had expected the response from her. She’d always been eager to orgy. Adi, on the other hand, I wasn’t sure of. Yes, she’d been with me and the other women before, but that was still within our close-knit group. This party would involve three complete strangers who happened to be built like supermodels.  
 
    Adi, of course, read my thoughts. “You don’t know me that well yet, Cutter. I am Ender, through and through. I need this as much as you do, probably more.” 
 
    With that, she slipped out of her dress, letting it rustle to her feet and leaving her as naked as the day she was born. I loved the fact that she hadn’t been wearing underwear. Her body was…epic. Sculpted breasts. Broad hips. She descended into the water and started first on one of the redheads, who shrank back at first, shocked by her forwardness. But then she very quickly said, “Oh,” as Adi did something to her underneath the water. She was about to get a very nice surprise. Adi would read her mind and give her exactly what she wanted.  
 
    Soon they were kissing, tongues tasting each other. Watching their friend enjoy the experience loosened the other two up, but Belenie reached me before them. She touched me beneath the water. “Ooh,” she said. “Somebody is at full mast.” 
 
    I touched her back, slipping my finger inside her. She giggled. “Mmm, Cutter. It’s been too long.” 
 
    “Far too long,” I said. “Shame Gehn and Hannah aren’t here.” 
 
    “We’ll make do,” she said with a sly grin. With that, she kissed me, simultaneously reaching back to grab the hand of one of the other two redheads, who were waiting expectantly. “Get in here,” she murmured against my lips.  
 
    Oh, they got in there all right. Soon the four of us had our tongues lapping against each other, tasting, desiring. Hands and body parts were everywhere. We paired up, taking turns with each other until I wasn’t sure where one body started and the other ended. There were tits in my mouth, in my hand, hands on my dick, asses rubbing up against me, and, eventually, pussies sliding onto my dick. I thrust inside each of them, thankful that Hannah had fucked me twice in the last twelve or so hours which increased my stamina considerably. Pleasing all five of them would take a monumental effort.  
 
    One of the redheads squealed as I took her from behind, tugging on her hair slightly to pull her back against me so I could cup her tits from behind. She finished and crawled onto the side to catch her breath. I stroked another of the redhead’s pussies while her friend clambered eagerly onto me. Soon the water was getting all churned up as she rode me. I watched Adi and Belenie make out and touch each other. Damn, it was getting hard to hold back, but then the redhead released a powerful sigh and fell off me. I scooped her up and placed her next to her friend. The third was ready from all my stroking, except she dove beneath the water first, taking me into her mouth and playing for a while before coming up for air, dripping wet. We made out for several minutes and then she straddled me, arching her back to reveal her luscious white breasts. I sank my mouth onto them and licked circles around her nipples, flicking each one occasionally while I thrust inside her.  
 
    Shen she was finished, I was practically numb at my extremities. There was no way I could hold on much longer.  
 
    But I did, long enough for Belenie to say, “Climb up, Cutter.” 
 
    I obeyed without question, letting the two naked Enders guide me out of the pool and over to a cushy lounge area nearby. The three exhausted redheads followed, and immediately started on round two with each other, scissoring and eating each other out. Though they were stunning, my full attention was on my two women. Belenie smiled that sly smile of hers and said, “So this is what the Ends looks like now? I like it.” 
 
    She dropped to her knees and licked her way up my shaft while Adi, reading my mind, pressed one of her nipples into my mouth. She climbed onto my torso, rubbing my abs with her pussy while Belenie sucked on me.  
 
    Then Adi turned around and showed me her ass and the flower just beneath it. I stuck my tongue between her legs and got to work. It was a much-needed distraction from what was happening south of her. I was getting close, but I held back, thinking cold-shower thoughts.  
 
    Finally, Belenie released me and climbed aboard, making out with Adi while she rode me and I continued to work on Adi.  
 
    Soon we were gyrating together, all of us breathing hard and moaning. Adi climbed off and Bel rode harder and harder, biting her lip and touching her breasts.  
 
    I held back with everything I had. I refused to let Adi leave here unsatisfied. Not after all she’d done for me, all she meant to me.  
 
    Bel’s cries reached a crescendo, causing the three redheads to stop their own action and watch with smiles. This was probably a whole new experience to what they were used to. Get used to it, I thought. This is our life now. 
 
    Bel collapsed on me but pulled out quickly to ensure Adi had a chance to climb about Train Cutter. I was barreling down the tracks at this point, so I didn’t pause, just kept thrusting, ensuring her clitoris was stimulated enough to get her to climax.  
 
    “Don’t,” Adi said, reading my mind and knowing I was seconds away. “Hold on a little longer.” 
 
    Her encouragement helped and I dug in, slowing my thrusts even as she rode over me like a slowly crashing wave, grinding her hips in at the base of each movement. She leaned down so her tits sagged close to my mouth. I licked and flicked them with my tongue.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, Cutter. Oh yeah. More of that.” 
 
    I didn’t need to read her mind to know what she wanted. She told me every step of the way, simultaneously reading my mind to go at the perfect pace to allow me to cling to pre-orgasm ecstasy as long as possible.  
 
    And then, at the perfect time of course, she intensified her thrusts and cried out, building up to the final moment. “Oh my God, Cutter. You are a god, Cutter. Holy…holy…holy…fuck.” She wasn’t usually one to swear during sex, that was more Hannah’s deal, but this one just came out of her in the most satisfying way, because I knew I’d drawn the curse out of her with my effort.  
 
    We both moaned at the same time and climaxed, our bodies stiffening as she ground her hips into me harder, ensuring the tip of my dick pushed all the way in, no space between us as I released everything building inside me.  
 
    She fell onto me, laughing. “Holy shit,” she said.  
 
    “That was the fuck of my life,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed. “You’re more relaxed post-war,” she said. “I like this version of Cutter.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I could’ve stayed in the bath forever, but I had responsibilities. Now that I was running Rome, I wanted to get a feel for how things were going on the first day. Once Adi and Bel had toweled off, offered a final kiss and departed, the three redheads finished their “work”, toweling me off and helping me dress. They were still naked, which seemed to be their uniform. I’d have to change that. No one should have to live like that. “Take the rest of the day off,” I said. “I won’t be back until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    They looked shocked by my order. I wondered whether Atticus ever gave them time off. Probably not. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” I said, meaning it. The orgy had been next-level.  
 
    When I left the bathhouse, Simon was waiting for me. “Jesus, Cutter. You took long enough. I didn’t take you for the high-maintenance type.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow, and he said, “Kidding. I saw Bel and Adi leave just a few minutes ago. They looked, uh, extremely happy.” 
 
    I was caught. Not that I cared. “Gotta take care of my women,” I said.  
 
    He led me outside. The streets were busy, but it was a beautiful sight. I would not have categorized them as “friendly” right away, but both races were at least coexisting peacefully. I had seen members of the Rising walking with Enders before, but not at this level. 
 
    Most of the Enders greeted me with smiles whenever I came across them. Belogon in particular was happy to see me, as he had spent the evening in a comfortable house with a few other Enders. He thanked me again and continued down the road. 
 
    I turned the corner to see the center of the city, where nothing but ashes remained of the Chair. The sun was shining. It was an absolutely beautiful day, and a perfect representation of what I felt the Ends could be now that peace could exist between the Rising and the Enders. The air felt fresher, everyone seemed to be optimistic and happy. 
 
    In a word, it felt peaceful. And the word “peaceful” hadn’t been used to describe anything in the Ends for a very long time. 
 
    It was so peaceful, it was nearly unsettling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Six months later 
 
    The many uses of electricity 
 
      
 
    Simon greeted me as he walked into my HQ. I welcomed him and he sat down across from me in the sitting area of my room. 
 
    The last several months had been full of progress, and yet there was a lot still to do. Simon knew of Vega’s ambitions and hopes for the city, and to honor her legacy he’d rounded up the best and brightest minds in the Ends. They sat in a semicircle around me. 
 
    This was our weekly “Tech Meeting”, where we analyzed the status of technology in the Ends, what we were developing, and how we could use those developments to improve the lives of the citizens in Rome and beyond. Although, thanks to Attisuc, Paris continued to be a burned out, uninhabited shell, Geneva was thriving. A trade agreement had been reached and now we shared our technology with them in exchange for goods, mostly food.  
 
    After a few rocky months, the people of the Rising and the Enders were now working together peacefully. The term Enders used to describe all of use gradually changed to “Romans”, which I thought was kind of cool. 
 
    People still transformed into Enders on occasion, as that seemed to be a never-ending effect from the Blast. But what excited me—as well as Hannah and Gehn—was that people turning into Enders was no longer a death sentence. Nobody went into hiding. They just continued to exist. 
 
    This benefited everyone, because many of the female Enders, like those who I shared my bed with, gained amazing powers that could help us. Plus, instead of trying to keep the peace, we could spend our energy building up the infrastructure of the city. The first place we started was the energy grid itself. 
 
    Working with the Insurgence and building their solar cells, Simon’s team was able to integrate the energy grid throughout the entire city. No matter where you went, you could have access to the grid’s power. There wasn’t much use for it yet other than light, but Simon was insistent that laying the groundwork would pay off over time. 
 
    Thus, we decided to first use the grid to develop a lighting system for the streets. 
 
    Street lights went up, and they were all hooked into the grid, which was now solar powered and constantly regenerating itself, at least during the day. At night we relied on some small generators that had been developed. Soon, nighttime activity could continue unabated, as the lights provided plenty of comfortable light for those who stayed up a little later than the rest. 
 
    Once we felt that was well enough implemented, I requested that a type of PA system be strung up along the streets as well. I wanted to be able to communicate with the people without having to stand up on a box and shout at the top of my lungs. 
 
    Sure enough, within weeks Rome had speakers strung up next to the lights. The Romans were turning out to be an efficient bunch now that their efforts were focused on something other than fear and war. I used the system every single day to make announcements and offer encouragements to the people. 
 
    Simon was a big thinker, and he wanted to see the energy grid’s power being brought not just to people’s home, but into people’s homes. To that point, we had energy access just outside each house. But to bring it inside the house? That would be a game-changer, especially for the development of technology for inside the home as well. 
 
    That would have to wait, because my new focus was on our food supply. Trading energy and tech for food with Geneva had worked so far, but I didn’t want us solely reliant on it.  
 
    When I traveled throughout the Ends, I noticed more cities and communities having hidden sources of food. Hunting down beasts was easy enough, but many of our friends preferred to have some fresh vegetables and fruit to add some healthy variety to the mix. 
 
    The problem was, nobody could find any food, until I learned that each community had a hidden garden. There, I witnessed the growth of produce that I hadn’t seen in years. I wanted to bring that here. 
 
    We set up a community garden in the town square, where the Chair had been burned. I was interested in creating a positive atmosphere for this portion of the city, and I thought a public garden would be a great way to do that. 
 
    It worked like a charm. I tasked members of the Insurgence to bring their agriculture technology to the garden, as they were able to successfully grow a wide variety of crops underground. By having access to fresh air and sunshine, anyone could grow their favorite foods. 
 
    People were eating well. On any given day, I saw people eating apples, oranges, broccoli, and strawberries. After so many years without access to these basic foods, the mental and physical effect was immediate. 
 
    To start our meeting, Simon said, “We’ve done a hell of a job here, Cutter. I can’t believe how much we’ve accomplished in less than a year already. The garden is flourishing, thanks to the interest in good food again.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “And by supplying them with these resources, we’ve been able to change the conversation. They are no longer feeling threatened by each other. Look at them out there, existing in peace. Isn’t that what this is all about?” 
 
    “It’s about more than that, you two.” I looked up to see a large man towering over me, looking down his nose. “It’s about teaching them to fish instead of handing them fish. Atticus was notorious for the latter.” His name was Malcolm, and though he’d worked for Atticus, he’d never really respected the man. He was over six feet tall and wore a thick gray beard. “Atticus loved it when you were solely dependent on him. I constantly tried to talk him out of it, but that never happened. He continued to mold this city and its population into dependents, rather than fostering independence.” 
 
    It made sense to me. If the ruler can keep the population dependent on the government for support, then they can guarantee that they have allies. Atticus built his society to depend on and lean on the government—and, specifically, him. 
 
    Now that he was gone, everyone finally was able to relax and enjoy the literal fruits of their own labor. 
 
    “Those days are gone, Malcolm. We intend to live in peace and treat everyone with respect and dignity.” 
 
    He let out a deep chuckle. “I believe at one time, Atticus said something similar. He felt he could be a peaceful ruler. But over time, he continued to consolidate more and more power until he put himself in the position that you are in now. Atticus was always corrupt, but when he moved into this palace, that corruption swelled to unbelievable proportions. Absolute power corrupts absolutely. Be ever vigilant.” 
 
    “What was his goal?” I asked, still trying to understand the mind of the madman that preceded me. “He was consolidating power—but for what? And how did so many people understand this guy was the worst but never did anything about it?” 
 
    Malcolm nodded his large head, as if understanding my confusion. “When you believe that the influence you have over others is in direct proportion to the power you wield, then you will spend your life trying to satisfy that thirst for power. But you can have power and influence without sacrificing everything else. Atticus did not have the decency to understand that. 
 
    “And as for his followers, it boils down to fear. Mr. Cutter, you were the first man to lay hands on Atticus and finish the job. Others came before you with the intention of doing what you did, but you followed through with it. The rest of us were paralyzed by fear.” 
 
    “Of what?” I asked. “Of Atticus or of his followers?” 
 
    “Both.” He shook his head in disappointment. “Atticus was a violent man, as you know. So his retaliation was often exponentially worse than the ‘crime’ he accused people of committing. And when everyone stays quiet, then everyone assumes that everyone else is a loyal follower. If you kill Atticus, you spark the rage of his loyal followers. The wisest thing you did was ignore that thought and do it anyway.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “I had enough people around me explain that his followers would fall in line. They did so almost immediately.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad it’s worked out so far. But keep in mind that the Ends is a large place, and there are others who will covet your power.” 
 
    “Is that a threat? What do you know?” Malcolm had never said anything like this before. 
 
    “Nothing, I swear it. Just that people, whether human or Enders, seem to want turmoil and strife. Maybe it’s boredom, maybe it’s a flaw inside our genetics, but we can never seem to live in peace for long.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Thank you. I’ll be ever watchful. Back to the meeting…what’s happening next with the grid, Simon?” 
 
    “I want appliances…,” he said, and my mind drifted away to Malcolm’s thoughts. Did we really have to worry about someone like the Genevans trying to usurp our newfound power and peace? My mind snapped back to reality as Simon said, “Computers will have to wait. We just don’t have the technology developed for that. But maybe ovens? Stovetops? I’d love to see if we can find a way to build cooling boxes, like refrigerators. Anything is possible with enough work, especially now that the political climate has stabilized.” 
 
    It was another big-picture pitch from Simon. I loved his ability to dream, but I didn’t see us returning to pre-blast levels of technology anywhere in my lifetime, which was fine with me. As long as the world got there eventually. 
 
    I couldn’t remember anything else that happened during that meeting. All I could think of was Malcolm and his threats about other groups in the Ends. We had been enjoying peace for months—I wasn’t ready to give it up yet. If anyone threatened us, I would crush them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    The calm 
 
      
 
    Hannah and I were lying in bed, naked once again. It was the middle of the day, and a gentle breeze blew in from the window, pricking my arms with goosebumps. 
 
    Nearly every day for months, Hannah had taken it upon herself to pleasure me. Sometimes she came alone, sometimes with her sister, Bel and/or Adi, other times she joined me in the bathhouse with the redheads, who I knew as Ana, Nina and Maria. Hannah had gotten so good at knowing what I needed that my post-sex energy was reaching near-coma levels. She drained me of all my energy—and it was fantastic. 
 
    “I still find it hard to believe,” I murmured, my eyes sleepy. 
 
    “What’s that?” She looked up from her head on my chest. 
 
    “This. All of it. I mean, come on, we can just have sex in the middle of the day whenever we want? We don’t have to watch out for anybody sneaking up on us, we have no place to be…we can just have a good time.” 
 
    She smiled. “What else could you possibly ask for, right?” 
 
    “How about a drink? Put a scotch in my hand and I might never leave this bed.” 
 
    Hannah laughed, then pushed up into a seated position. “Why don’t we go get a drink? Get out of here. I’ll run and grab a few things. You can get dressed and meet me downstairs. I wouldn’t mind having a drink either.”  
 
    “Sounds good.” She walked across the room, threw on her clothes, and walked out the door. 
 
    I grabbed my pants off the floor and slipped them on before standing up. I walked to the balcony and let the breeze dance on my skin one more time before I finished getting dressed. 
 
    The balcony gave me such a perfect view of both the city and the Ends. Not far was the city square, where the garden was now flourishing. 
 
    My mind drifted back to those comments from Malcolm. Every time I looked out at the Ends, they echoed in my ears. 
 
    What other groups? Where would they even come from? I’ve been to most of the outposts in the entire wasteland. I haven’t seen anybody else. It was the Rising and the Enders. That’s it. And we’re all here. 
 
    But I didn’t have such arrogance that I refused to believe him. In fact, I often wondered how far you would have to go to find any more civilization. There had to be others out there who had survived the Blast. Hell, we didn’t even really know how much of the U.S. had been hit by nukes. We were on an island in a desert sea, cut off from the rest of the world, so we had no way of knowing what, or who, else was out there. 
 
    I pulled a shirt on over my head and looked out one more time at the desert. It was a beautiful, empty sight. All the activity worth following is already here in Rome. Go get yourself a drink and enjoy where you are instead of worrying about where you’re not. 
 
    After I finished getting dressed, I walked down to the front door of the palace, where Hannah was waiting. “You ready?” 
 
    “Let’s do it. I’m thirsty.” 
 
    Two blocks away from the palace was the Station, a small bar that was originally the hub for all of Rome. This was where the population started and grew. When we reached the bar and walked in the door, everyone stopped to look at us. 
 
    I’d been used to that activity for years. I actually couldn’t remember the last time I walked into a bar and didn’t catch a few looks. 
 
    It was nice to see the Enders and the Rising being Romans together at this bar, though. Nobody was picking any fights or throwing punches. Guns weren’t drawn. They just got together to drink. 
 
    “Go pick a table,” Hannah nodded. “I’ll get the drinks.” 
 
    I found a table near the back and sat down. I felt like a celebrity—everyone seemed to be interested in every possible thing I did, right or wrong. Hannah walked through the staring eyes and set down a scotch in front of me. “What’s with everybody?” 
 
    “Just hard to blend in when you’re the damn king, that’s all.” I took a swig of my scotch, enjoying the comfortable burn as it ran down into my stomach. I raised the glass to Hannah. “This right here? This makes me happy. Every day.” 
 
    “You’re a simple man, Cutter. I’ve always liked that about you.” She took a swig of her drink as well. 
 
    “It’s a hell of a feeling, isn’t it?” I pointed around the room. “When we met, all these guys would have killed each other in an instant. But because peace was established, we can all actually trust each other again. That’s not a bad thing.” 
 
    “Not at all. Do you remember how we met? That day wasn’t too different from this.” 
 
    “No, it was about the same in terms of guests. Except no one wants to kill each other.” 
 
    On that, I thought back to that fateful night when those idiots had Hannah and Gehn surrounded. They were sloppy drunks, not much of a challenge. But still…times had changed for the better. 
 
    I lifted the scotch to my lips. “I’ve got what I wanted. Hannah, what would make you happy right now? What do you want out of life?” 
 
    She thought for a few seconds as well. “You know, if I died tomorrow, I’d still be happy. I played a role in bringing the people of the Ends together. My legacy is set...” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I keep wondering if there’s more that I can do.” 
 
    I smiled. Hannah had spent so much of her time and energy rebelling against the Rising. Now that the Rising was dispatched for good, she had a lot of energy that wasn’t going towards anything—except me. 
 
    Not that I would ever complain about that. 
 
    “What about counseling?” she asked. 
 
    “For who?” 
 
    “Anyone. I think there’s still a level of stress in Rome that is just under the surface. There’s still tension between the Enders and the Rising.” 
 
    I looked around the room at the peaceful crowd. “I wouldn’t be surprised. But that sort of thing takes time. Everybody has to earn each other’s trust again. It’s not a fast process by any stretch.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe I can help them with that. Gehn could help me.” 
 
    “Where is Gehn?” I hadn’t seen her much lately. I mean, she was around, but not like before. During the war, I saw her every day. Hell, she’d been my righthand woman on most of my kamikaze missions. 
 
    Hannah tilted her head. “She’s who I’m thinking about when I say there might be an opportunity for counseling out there. I just get the feeling that something is off with her. Maybe she doesn’t know what to do now either.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” I felt bad for not having picked up on the vibe as much. Then again, Hannah would have a sister’s intuition.  
 
    The next question on my mind was not one I wanted to ask. Still, I knew it was more important that I did, whether or not I felt like it. “What about us?” 
 
    Hannah put her drink down, her eyebrows raised. “Us?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m really enjoying us here and what we’re doing. It’s a thrill to be able to casually enjoy each other’s company whenever we want.” She smiled knowingly. “But what about the future? I like where we are. I don’t want to screw that up. But I also don’t want to be unfair to you if you are expecting this to move along somewhere.” 
 
    Hannah laughed and shook her head. “Cutter, I like where we are too. Let’s just leave it at that.” Music to my ears. “I’m happy. It doesn’t matter to me what you do when I’m not around. I don’t need to keep tabs on you all the time. When I need you and you need me, I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Meaning…?” 
 
    “I’ll fuck you every day if you want.” 
 
    I chuckled. Typical Hannah. “Right back at you,” I said. 
 
    Life was good. I couldn’t complain about anything. I finished my drink, walked over to the bartender and whispered something in his ear. 
 
    The bartender’s eyes widened but then he nodded, a small smile on his face. I left just as the bartender announced that the next round of drinks for the house was on me. The crowd cheered in my wake. 
 
    “What was that for?” Hannah asked, outside now. “Buying the house a round of drinks? That doesn’t sound like the Cutter I know. You were always careful with your coin.” 
 
    “Atticus used fear and manipulation. I’m trying a different approach. Plus, I have more coin now than I’ll ever need again.” 
 
    “But buying drinks?” 
 
    “I’m no politician. I don’t really know how to speak to crowds in a way that will get them behind me. I do my best, but I’m not good enough to rely on that to keep my job. What I do know is alcohol. And everybody loves free alcohol.” 
 
    It was my own brand of politics, and I had a feeling it was endearing me to the citizens of Rome. Maybe they wouldn’t walk through fire for me, but if they had my back once in a while, that’s all I needed to know. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Gehn 
 
      
 
    The rest of the evening felt like a scene out of the old days in a small-town bar before the Blast. Hannah and I hopped from bar to bar, buying rounds of drinks and bringing joy to the locals.  
 
    I was surrounded by happy, partying drunks. They were laughing, joking, horsing around, and singing songs. Outside of having sex, it was the most fun I’d had in the Ends. 
 
    Being the guy who bought the drinks that night didn’t hurt. My brand of politics was working, and that night endeared me to the people even more so. It was a calculated risk that I took, and I was happy to do it. It was paying off. I’d probably be scolded by Simon in the morning when he saw how much coin we were out, but it was worth it.  
 
    After I finally tore myself away from the merriment, Hannah and I walked back to the palace. We were both tired and decided to sleep separately or we knew we’d end up staying up far too late. Our bodies simply couldn’t resist each other these days. 
 
    I returned to my room. Despite my physical tiredness, my brain wouldn’t switch off. So I built a fire. I thought that maybe a little peaceful reflection, staring at the dancing flames, would help me drift off. 
 
    At first, I didn’t know why my brain kept going. The gears just wouldn’t slow down. My thoughts were rushing past me at a speed of a mile a minute. I couldn’t keep up with the images flashing at me. Which felt crazy considering where we were at, the peace we’d built. 
 
    I stoked the fire and let the flames build. Once it was roaring, I sat down facing the fireplace. What is bothering me? What is nagging at me so much that I can’t even fall asleep right now? 
 
    I thought about Gehn and Adi and Bel. I wondered about Hannah and her efforts to help the community. I thought about the community themselves and what other unfulfilled needs my people might have. 
 
    Then I thought about the Ends beyond the city, and that’s when I realized what was sticking so hard in my mind: what Malcolm had said. 
 
    Did we really need to prepare for others who might come to try to take what we had? 
 
    As the question swirled around in my brain, another realization dawned on me. How much has my life changed? 
 
    Before any of this adventure started, I was spending all day and all night in an outpost bar. I kept my guns on my hip, at the ready in case I came across any trouble. I let them do the talking. 
 
    My money was only spent on scotch for me, and the occasional treat for Chuck, of course. And that was because funds were always tight. I wasn’t rolling around in big piles of money. 
 
    Now, all of that was different. I didn’t fight anymore. I was getting pampered every single day, not a care in the world. I was not the hardened fighter of the year before. I was more of a manager. I told people what to do instead of just doing it myself. 
 
    I wasn’t tempted to turn away from that. Far from it—this was the greatest time of my life post-Blast. Maybe it wasn’t as good as my life before, when I’d had a wife and a kid and a career, but it was still a major improvement. Then again, it was definitely different to before, and I had to be careful that my own personality wasn’t washed away by all the pampering. 
 
    I still had to be Cutter. That was who Hannah and Gehn wanted when they hired me. That was who my people wanted to see. They wanted me to kick some ass when necessary, so I needed to be ready to do just that. 
 
    For months, the only ass I was kicking was my own. I wondered silently whether this prediction from Malcolm would actually turn out to be a good thing. It could keep you from going soft, man. You still gotta be Cutter. 
 
    Knock-knock. A soft tap on the door. 
 
    Who is knocking in the middle of the night? Did Hannah change her mind? Maybe she’s having trouble sleeping. I stretched my back in preparation for more gymnastics with her, then hollered for her to come in. 
 
    But to my surprise, it was Gehn. She walked in, looking uncomfortable. That bothered me. She didn’t look meek, like she used to, just uncomfortable. 
 
    “Gehn, what a nice surprise. Come in. I was just telling Hannah tonight that it’s been so long since I’ve seen you. How are you liking the new Rome these days?” I hated my words, because they were so stiff, the way you might talk to a stranger, someone you’d just met. After all Gehn and I had been through together, none of our words should’ve been like that.  
 
    She gave me a weak smile as she walked up to the chair opposite mine. “I love it. It’s really great. You’ve really brought peace and prosperity back to this part of the Ends. I really appreciate it. And being able to be home and myself is a huge blessing. So thank you.” 
 
    If my words had been stiff, hers had been the equivalent of an oak plank. “Gehn,” I said, my tone changing in an instant. “What is it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t sleep.” 
 
    My levels of concern immediately increased tenfold. “Why can’t you sleep?” 
 
    “I’ve been having some nightmares.” Oh shit. 
 
    “What kind of nightmares?” 
 
    “The ones like before,” she said. “Carnage, destruction, et cetera, et cetera.” There was defeat in her tone, and I think I understood why. After all the effort it had taken us to get to this point, it didn’t feel fair that we weren’t at the endgame yet. But that was life. Sometimes you climbed a massive mountain and felt the breath of air at the top, so satisfying, only to look ahead and find another mountain ten times bigger facing you.  
 
    I leaned forward. I needed details. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “More blood. More screaming. More burning buildings. But we’re in a different place. We’re attacking someone. Like before, I keep waking up before the end.” 
 
    Any walls between us shattered as I took her into my arms. She was trembling like a leaf. The nightmare had really shaken her up. “We will handle this like we did the last one, head on and without fear.” 
 
    Gehn looked up at me, eyes moist. “What if the end is horrifying? What if all we’ve built is destroyed? What if you—” 
 
    “Me?” I said, trying to keep my voice light. “I should’ve died a hundred times over since the end of the world, but do you see me buried six feet under? I helped take the Ends back from a sadist and a madman. I’ll be fine, Scout’s Honor. Now tell me more. Who is the enemy in your vision?” 
 
    Now I saw real fear in her eyes.  
 
    She closed her eyes. “There is a beast.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’ve dealt with Ender beasts,” I said. “They usually end up in my stomach.” 
 
    She shook her head. “This one is…different. It’s hideous. Huge. Like prehistoric big.” 
 
    “Okay, so a dinosaur,” I said, feeling a swell of something between horror and excitement course through me. Although this new life was enjoyable, I couldn’t help being a little bored sometimes. “I can take a dinosaur.” It was meant to be a joke, but Gehn wasn’t in a joking mood, her expression deadly serious. 
 
    “That’s not all. Soldiers are charging in from the south, west, east, and north.” 
 
    “So whose my enemy? The dino-mutant or the soldiers?” 
 
    “Both. You have to fight both. If you don’t, then you can’t protect the city of Rome or its people. The giant beast had massive wings, leathery flesh stretched across the bones and cartilage. And long, sharp teeth that could snap you in two with one snip of his jaw.” 
 
    Yum. “What about the soldiers?” 
 
    “I don’t know who they are, where they came from.” 
 
    I got up and walked to the balcony, trying to process the information. “Will Rome fall?” 
 
    She paused. “I don’t know. But I don’t see how you—we—can weather this storm.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    She blinked, looked away from me. She couldn’t even meet my eyes when she said, “I think we should leave.” 
 
    I stared at her, waiting for her gaze to return to me. It didn’t. She knew that what she was recommending would never fly with me. I was a lot of things, but a runner was something I was not. Yes, sometimes retreating on a battlefield was necessary—hell, I’d done that more than a few times—but abandoning one’s territory, one’s stronghold? It just wasn’t in my DNA.  
 
    “I won’t leave,” I said.  
 
    “Then hundreds of people will die.” 
 
    I returned my gaze to the dark wasteland outside my window. I thought of the wars, the battles, the bloodshed. The last six months had been a wonderful break from that. 
 
    “We’re not done yet, are we, Gehn?” 
 
    “Not if we stay.” 
 
    I walked back over and sat down next to her. “Gehn, I know you think leaving is best, and maybe it is, in the short-term anyway, but in the long run?” I shook my head. “No. This is our home now. We cannot leave it. Do you trust me?” 
 
    Finally, she looked over at me, met my eyes, our stares locking in the way that had always brought us closer. Her stare was hard, steely. Then, all at once, her expression relaxed and she melted into my arms once more. “Of course I trust you, Cutter. More than I’ve ever trusted anyone in my life.” 
 
    “Then I need you to do me a favor. I know it’s scary, but I want you to finish that dream. Force yourself to stay asleep to the end. Knowledge will be our best defense right now.” 
 
    “And what if the end is really, really bad?” 
 
    I laughed. “If it’s that bad, we’ll deal with it. We’ll fucking change the ending. But right now, it’s not anything because you haven’t finished it.” 
 
    “I know. I just… I enjoy the peace.” Gehn exhaled sadly. 
 
    “Me too. Of course I do. But the only way to preserve that peace is to be prepared for the worst.” My voice was full of steel and gunpowder. The last six months hadn’t made me soft, not really. So I’d let myself relax a little, enjoy some creature comforts now and again. So what? The fighter was still in there. All it took was a little threat for me to tap into that part of my brainpan. I still had my guns. I still liked my scotch. 
 
    The only thing that changed was where I was sleeping at night. For now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Sneak attack 
 
      
 
    I left my stronghold the next morning and headed down to the marketplace around the corner. Thoughts of my conversation with Gehn were cycling through my head, but they vanished as soon as I turned the corner, where I stopped dead in my tracks, my lips curling into a smile. 
 
    In recent months, relations between the Rising and the Enders had gradually been repaired. Those who refused to accept each other, whether human or Ender, were banished from Rome—don’t let the proverbial door hit your ass on the way out! Initially, I had felt that if we could remove the threat of death just for “what” you were, the two groups would learn to live peacefully. 
 
    As I looked over the marketplace, I was confident that I had made the right choice. What was once a Rising-only location had grown and evolved to include Enders as well. After years of conflict, few things felt better or more satisfying than seeing humans walking freely and openly next to large blue men and sparkly-horned women. 
 
    I was in the mood for a fresh piece of fruit—something sweet with a little bit of a crunch. Thanks to the community garden initiative, I walked right up to the produce cart and purchased a shiny red apple. 
 
    The first bite I took was so juicy it ran down my chin. With a chuckle, I wiped the sweet juice away with my sleeve. 
 
    The sky was unusually gray, and I wondered if it might rain. We hadn’t had any rain in what felt like forever, dating all the way back to that night with Vega, rainwater streaming down our skin as we made love in the downpour. 
 
    I continued walking down the street, laughing while watching the people interact with each other. Seeing an Ender and a member of the Rising laughing and patting each other on the back put an even bigger smile on my face. 
 
    I never thought I’d live to see the day. Hell, I didn’t even think I wanted to see this. But standing in a peaceful city eating an apple is a lot more satisfying than hiding in an outpost drinking scotch. Not that scotch is a bad idea… 
 
    “Cutter, my friend!” 
 
    Belogon greeted me with a hearty slap on the back that nearly knocked me over. The man had an energy about him that could never seem to be quelled. I smiled and shook his hand. 
 
    “I could use a hearty meal,” he said. “Join me for a bite.” 
 
    On the west side of the market stood a line of tables and chairs. We found an open set and sat down. 
 
    Belogon seemed to have a permanent smile on his face since we achieved peace in the Ends. The former soldier carried a strong sense of accomplishment and pride for being part of the efforts that had brought Atticus down. The gruff, focused general was now a jovial, pleasant man. With enthusiasm in his eyes, he eagerly peeled the rind off an orange. 
 
    “You’re really enjoying this whole peace thing, aren’t you?” I said, hating that in the back of my mind I was thinking about Gehn and her vision of death and carnage. 
 
    “My boy, after a decade plus of misery and fear, there’s nothing like a sweet orange in your mouth while surrounded by friends!” 
 
    I laughed. Amazing what peacetime can do to a guy. Maybe he was just burned out by all the years of darkness. This is who he really was. I kinda like it. 
 
    My thoughts stopped in their tracks when I heard a faint sound coming from outside the city. 
 
    “What is that?” I wondered aloud, immediately on high alert. 
 
    The sound grew louder until it crystallized into footsteps. Lots of them. Running. I turned to face the direction they were coming from. 
 
    Belogon dropped his orange in the dirt. “That’s not… is it?” 
 
    Slowly, I rose from my chair, staring off into the distance. “Horses.” 
 
    Much like the realization that combustible engines had survived the blast, the notion that anyone would be riding a horse in the Ends was unfathomable. Horses had disappeared after the bombs fell—everyone simply traveled by foot. 
 
    But the sound of galloping hooves was unmistakable. I couldn’t believe my eyes when the first horse rounded the corner and headed straight for the market. 
 
    Then another. And another. 
 
    People started screaming as Belogon and I rose to our feet, knocking our chairs over. 
 
    I didn’t have time to count them all, but there were dozens of horses heading our way, sending the Romans into a flurry of panic. 
 
    The horses weren’t alone. Large, shirtless men rode their backs, spurring them on. 
 
    Before I could ask, “What the fuck?”, gunshots rang out. Romans screamed and ran in all directions. 
 
    Each man riding a horse wielded a six-shooter. They didn’t seem to have any rhyme or reason to who they targeted—firing at will, mowing down Romans left and right. 
 
    As blood spilled onto the street, I dove behind the table we were sitting at and kicked it over to provide a little protection from the attack. 
 
    Belogon was frozen in place, staring down the invaders as they rode closer. 
 
    “Belogon! Get down here!” I shouted, but he ignored my command. I patted my hip instinctively. Normally, I would have Alpha and Beta in each hand, ready to return fire to the raiders. But I wasn’t wearing my normal gear. I was wearing a royal robe. I hadn’t carried my guns around in weeks—and now I was regretting it. I could’ve kicked myself. Why hadn’t I heeded Gehn’s warning as being more urgent. Maybe it was because it was hard to fathom anything interrupting our quiet, peaceful life. 
 
    I glanced around for something—anything—that could be used as a weapon. Apple cores? Orange peels? Throw a chair at them? Nothing would be very effective against guns. At best, I would reveal my location and get a bullet in the head. 
 
    “Come on, Belogon!” 
 
    One of the riders galloped past, pulling his weapon’s trigger three times, bam-bam-bam! Belogon flinched thrice, absorbing the bullets in his meaty chest. A look of shock gaped on his face as he looked down at the fresh wounds, flowers of blood blooming through his shirt. His expression changed to quiet acceptance, his eyes roaming to mine. He tried to mouth something—thank you, I think—and then crumpled into a heap on the ground. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    I was a sitting duck, hiding and cowering behind a table while Romans were being gunned down in droves. I had to do something. I peered around the edge of the table to get a better look at these attackers. 
 
    They were all male, very muscular, and shirtless for some reason. They all had bald heads, with bared teeth and a wild-eyed look on their faces. Along the right side of their faces, a bright red streak ran from their foreheads to their chins, cutting right through their eye. Every single one of them wore the same streak of color painted on their skin. 
 
    Their horses whinnied as they knocked over baskets, overturned carts, and destroyed the market. They trampled our fresh fruit and destroyed whatever wares they could. 
 
    But they weren’t just igniting the fires of chaos. No, their intent was murder. Destruction. 
 
    And something else, too. Abduction. 
 
    With helpless desperation, I watched in horror as one of the riders singled out a fleeing Ender woman. He had little trouble catching up to her, and he leaned over to grab her by her long, black hair. 
 
    She screamed in pain as the horse kept running forward, and the rider dragged her by her hair for several feet before lifting her clear off the ground and draping her across the horse. He then galloped away out of the city. They were taking my people, those I’d sworn to protect. 
 
    I couldn’t have that.  
 
    I exploded from off my haunches, singling out the closest rider, who was closing in on another woman, this one a human. She’d been carrying a basket, but flung it aside in her haste to escape; fresh fruit tumbled and bounced in her wake. 
 
    I took an aggressive angle, intent on meeting the rider just before he reached the woman. I got there a split-second too late and he scooped her up, turning slightly as he noticed me fly past behind him. He fired a single shot on an awkward angle. I dove for the cover of one of the fruit stalls but was a hair too slow again, the bullet punching through my calf. I clutched my leg, peering out from cover and once more wishing I had my two leading ladies on my hip so I could take some of these bastards out.  
 
    Weaponless and injured, however, over and over I was forced to watch as history was repeated. Riders chased down our women—both Ender and human—and grabbed them before escaping the city. 
 
    After the last one was gone, I hobbled onto one foot to survey the carnage. 
 
    More than a dozen Romans—males only, both Ender and human—were lying on the ground, most dead, others mortally wounded. 
 
    The entire market had been destroyed. Everywhere I looked, my people were crying, panicked, clutching the bodies of loved ones. At least a dozen of our women had been taken from right under our noses. Abducted. For what nefarious purpose? My mind felt ill as the possibilities cycled through my head. Sex slaves was a major possibility.  
 
    I gritted my teeth, both at the thought and against the pain that lanced up my leg. 
 
    I grabbed a broom and ripped the stick off the brush, then crutched toward the last place I’d seen Belogon, where he’d gone down.  
 
    He was still alive, barely, his chest moving slowly up and down, his eyes fluttering open when I knelt over him. “Hey, Cutter,” he said, voice weak. I’d known him to be a lot of things, but never weak.  
 
    “We’re going to take care of you,” I said. “Someone get Belenie!” I shouted. I didn’t know who I was telling, but someone would hear. They had to. 
 
    He shook his head, a small smile on his oversized face. “No,” he said. “My time is over. This is your time now. You make them pay for what they’ve done.” 
 
    “No, Belogon. No. You are not giving up, you big bastard. You are going to fight. You are going to survive thi—” 
 
    His body spasmed and his mouth gaped open, blood pouring out. His eyes went wide and then closed. His body calmed. He died in my arms.  
 
    I stood, numb. My eyes were dry. I was sad, but that emotion was overcome by one a lot hotter and more powerful. Rage.  
 
    Using the broomstick, I crutched to the center of town. They had also destroyed our garden. 
 
    It had been a long time since I felt so helpless—and it was my fault. I had grown complacent. I wasn’t prepared. For years, I made sure I was prepared for anything. But today I had been vulnerable. Someone had taken advantage of that. Yes, I had been trying to pave a better life for our people, but I’d ignored the chance that there might be bigger threats out there, ones I wasn’t even aware of. Perhaps it was a side effect of having been so focused on Atticus for so long. Regardless, I had to live with the consequences.  
 
    But that didn’t mean I would wallow in self pity and regret. That simply wasn’t me. 
 
    A hand grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. It was Simon. 
 
    “Thank God you’re okay. We figured they took you, too. Who the hell was that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I started hobbling back to my headquarters. “They only took the females.” 
 
    I let that sink in for a moment.  
 
    “Oh God,” Simon said. He finally noticed I was bleeding profusely from my leg. “You need Belenie.” 
 
    “I’m headed to her now,” I said. “In the meantime, can you get an account of who’s missing and who was killed?” 
 
    “Yeah. We can do that. Why?” 
 
    “We need to honor them. A ceremony or something. They didn’t deserve to die.” I cursed under my breath. “Belogon will need to be on your list.” 
 
    Simon stopped. “Shit. Oh shit. Not him.” 
 
    “I wish I could say otherwise. He froze up. Hell, I almost did too. Thing is, he didn’t know who they were either, or how they got horses.” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “What scares me is that no one knew about them.” 
 
    “Yeah, they definitely have a lot of firepower too. The horses, the weapons…” 
 
    “Well not only that, Cutter, but it means there’s a whole lot left out there. We knew what the Rising kept here. And the Insurgence had our own stuff. The Enders weren’t technologically advanced. We had an inventory—a knowledge—of what everyone in the wasteland had. There were no horses. Who knows what else these people may have?” 
 
    We reached the palace and marched up to the top floor. “It also means there are a whole lot more people out there than we thought,” I said. “This might’ve been an advance party, designed for speed but not power. What if there’s an entire army behind them?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t we know if there was an army out there somewhere?” Simon asked.  
 
    I shook my head. It was time to tell him about what Gehn had told me. So I did. When I finished, I passed out from blood loss and pain. Just before the world faded, I saw Bel rush into the room. I was going to be just fine.  
 
    The question was: What about the rest of us? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    An unexpected visitor 
 
      
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    That was the first question Hannah posed to the group when we sat down to discuss what had already been coined, “The Raid”. 
 
    In the seating area of my room in the palace, I brought in Simon, Gehn, Hannah, Adi and Belenie to discuss the matter. My leg was fine, Belenie had healed it while I was unconscious. I could tell it had taken a lot out of her, her face weary, dark circles under her eyes. She needed sleep but had refused to miss this meeting. I loved that about her. 
 
    “First thing is we need to honor the dead. This is not like before, where we could barely keep up with the casualties. We must conduct a ceremony in their honor. Belogon must be honored.” 
 
    Simon nodded. “I’ve got a handful of people in the market cleaning things up right now. The garden is pretty much destroyed, so that will take some time to rebuild. And the friends and family of the fallen are currently taking care of the bodies. They will be cared for. We’ll bury them at sunset.” 
 
    “Good. That’s a start.” 
 
    “What about defense?” Gehn asked. 
 
    I pointed to her. “Why don’t you take the reins on that? At least initially.” 
 
    She seemed taken aback. “I have no experience. Belogon always…” She trailed away. 
 
    “You don’t need to be Belogon,” I said. “And you do have experience. You’ve fought in battles. I’m talking about protection for the city. Round up some guards and secure our borders. We need a twenty-four hours a day perimeter watch. Arm them however you want. Just get somebody out there so this doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Simon asked. 
 
    I tapped my foot as I stared at the floor. “I need to figure out who these sons of bitches are and what they really want. Then I want to know if there are any other groups out there. We need to expand our understanding of the Ends. Who survived? What do they want? Are they willing to talk? And if no peaceful resolution is possible, what will it take to defeat them? Can we coexist? These are all the crazy questions that have now popped up from one attack.” 
 
    Simon hung his head, shaking it in frustration. “I can’t believe peacetime is over already.” 
 
    “It never existed,” I said. “Everything we know about the Ends is wrong. I thought killing Atticus would solve a decade’s worth of problems. But the war is just beginning. And we need to be ready to fight it.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Gehn approached me at street level while I oversaw the cleaning up of the market. “Cutter, I think our borders are secure now. I’ve posted two guards at each entrance to the city, and scattered several dozen along the walls. They have binoculars and will constantly scan the wastelands for any signs of the enemy. Nobody can get in or out without advance warning.” 
 
    “What kind of warning?” 
 
    “Bells,” she said. “Loud ones. If one watchman rings one, the others are instructed to ring theirs too. The sound will be heard throughout the city.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    I shook my head, watching the last fallen Ender as he was carried away from the market. Thunder rumbled overhead. “I thought we were done with the pointless deaths.” 
 
    “Pointless is subjective, Cutter,” Gehn said. “If these guys had to fall to shine a light on a threat to our society, then their deaths served a purpose. It’s just tough to watch.” 
 
    She was right, but still… We’d lost Belogon. It hurt. Bad. 
 
    The market cleanup was going well, though puddles of blood still covered much of the ground. I looked up at the clouds. Hopefully it’ll rain soon and wash a lot of this blood away. The reminders of what had happened here would be available in the graveyard, but I didn’t need them on the ground in the marketplace too. 
 
    “Tell Simon to turn on the streetlights early tonight,” I said. “I think it’s going to rain.” 
 
    Before she could answer, the raucous clangor of bells sounded. At first it was just one or two but then many more, sounding the alarm. Though it was satisfying to know Gehn’s system worked, it was also alarming that it had to be put into action so quickly.  
 
    “C’mon,” I said, pulling Gehn with me. I was glad to have both legs at one-hundred percent again. We made for the eastern entrance to the city—that was where the city had been breached the last time. I had already drawn Alpha and Beta, who would be holstered at my side every minute of every day from this point forward.  
 
    “Sir!” a guard shouted just ahead. He was running towards us. He reached us, panting from the sprint. “Sir, there is someone at the city limits who wishes to enter the city.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “He won’t say. But he says he wants to speak to our leader and he is refusing to leave. Do you want us to kill him?” 
 
    “Is he armed?” 
 
    “Yes, but he tossed his weapons on the ground. 
 
    I looked at Gehn, who frowned, then back at the guard. “You’re sure you don’t recognize the man?” 
 
    “No, sir. He is not a Roman. But he says he wants to see you.” 
 
    I wasn’t too thrilled about an unplanned meeting, but I hoped this guy would have some answers for me. “Okay. I’ll meet him on my own terms, on my turf. Give me ten minutes, then bring him to my quarters. Confiscate his weapons and bind his hands. Keep four men on him at all times. Understood?” 
 
    The guard nodded and ran back the way he’d come from. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Gehn asked. “You don’t know who this guy is. He may as well be a psycho who wants you dead. You’re bringing him into our home?” 
 
    “We can’t operate in fear,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean we won’t play this the smart way. He’ll be weaponless and bound. The only weapons he’ll have are his words, and I can take the worst of words and sleep just fine at night. Now go find Simon and bring him to me. I want you and him to hear what this guy has to say.” 
 
    I made my way back to my quarters, where Hannah, Adi and Bel were waiting. Bel rushed up to me and threw her arms around me. “When I heard the bells…” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. “But we’re about to have a visitor, so let’s get comfortable and listen to what he has to say.” 
 
    All three women frowned but sat down to wait by my sides. Gehn arrived, out of breath, a few minutes later with Simon in tow. Neither of them said anything as they took their positions. The fact that Simon didn’t ask any questions meant Gehn had clued him in on the situation.  
 
    Only a minute after that, there was a knock on the door. “Enter,” I said, using my most commanding battlefield voice.  
 
    The door cracked open and a man was shoved through. Four guards fanned out around him, guns locked and loaded and aimed at him the entire time. I ignored the guards to inspect our unexpected visitor. He was of average height and weight with long, black hair pulled back into a ponytail. He wore a long purple robe with matching pants underneath. The bottom of both garments were dusty and weatherworn. His face was older than mine by at least twenty years, lined and weathered. His gray eyes were soft but sharp at the same time, and held no fear despite being held at gunpoint. He spoke first: “Thank you for being so generous with your time.” 
 
    Thunder rumbled outside. “I’m Cutter. Who are you and why are you here?” I wasn’t in the mood for meaningless niceties. I wanted to get right down to business.  
 
    “I’m Jamos.” 
 
    “Are you a member of the group that killed my people and stole our women earlier today? Are you the negotiator? What do you want for the safe return of the women? If any of them are injured, all bets are off.” 
 
    He held up both palms and leaned backward. “Whoa, hey, no! No. I am the leader of the Kanee tribe. We have no horses. Those you seek are the Nazorus.” 
 
    Kanee? Nazorus? These names meant nothing to me. “Where do the Kanee hail from?” 
 
    He pointed to the east. “In that direction. A hundred miles. I’ve had a long journey.” 
 
    So close, and yet no one had ventured in that direction because it was known to be dangerous terrain full of mutated beasts and rocky, unforgiving ground. “And the Nazorus?” I asked, giving away none of my surprise with my expression. 
 
    “They came from even further east. They are our sworn enemy now, and soon they will be yours.” 
 
    “They already are,” I said. “But am I supposed to just take your word on all of this? How do I know you’re not one of them messing with us?” 
 
    “None of them have hair, for starters. And they never clean off the red stain of blood from their faces. Plus, I left my weapons at the door. Why would I do that if I was trying to hurt your people? Why would I come at all? Look, the men who attacked you, the Nazorus Raiders, are notorious for raping and pillaging their way through the wasteland. They are nomads. They cannot create so they take what others have created.” 
 
    “How do you know that? Why are we only hearing about this now?” 
 
    “I know because my people were next in their path.” 
 
    “And where are your people now? How did you survive the raiders?” 
 
    His head fell now, and any semblance of his quiet confidence vanished. “Most of us did not. We were two thousand. Now we are six-hundred. We fled our lands. We are hiding just south of your city. Rome you call it, right?” 
 
    I nodded. Outside, rain began to fall in a heavy sheet. If not for the gravity of the meeting, I would’ve stepped outside and drank from the sky. “There must be something we can use to barter with them. What exactly do they want? We can offer food in exchange for whatever it is they have. Hell, we’d give a year’s supply of food for a single of their horses.” 
 
    “They want everything, Cutter. Your men dead, your women theirs to use and abuse. Your food. Your technology.” 
 
    “They’ll have to go through me first.” It was a bit of silly bravado, but I meant every word. I would literally stand in front of the city to protect it from these goddamn Nazorus Raiders.  
 
    “My people—the Kanee—had a lot going for us. Our camp was called Rimeford. It wasn’t the fanciest place. But we did what we could, worked hard, and established it as our home base. We mainly had tents, but it worked for us. We were happy, to some degree. We, like you, lived in peace.” 
 
    “Sounds nice.” 
 
    “It was. Until the Nazorus came barreling in. They charged in on their horses, destroyed everything, and set fire to our tents. In just a couple short hours, our entire camp was burned to the ground. There was nothing left. Three quarters of my people dead. The rest homeless and in hiding.” 
 
    I mulled over what he’d said, meeting the eyes of my inner circle. Gehn’s eyes told me she was thinking about her vision. Hannah looked ready to punch something. Adi’s eyes were closed, probably reading the man’s mind. I would need to grill her later about whether he’d left anything unsaid. Bel, well, Bel was herself, compassionate to a fault—a single tear tracked from one of her eyes. Simon met my eyes and nodded. I knew what he was saying, what he wanted me to ask.  
 
    Finally, my eyes returned to the man. “You’re here to ask for our help, right?” I said.  
 
    “No,” Adi said, answering for him, her eyes flashing open. “He’s here to offer his own assistance.” 
 
    The man, Jamos, flicked his eyes at the Ender. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I said. “Is that true? Are your people willing to fight alongside us?” 
 
    The man’s jaw firmed up, and I could see the resilience in his expression. This man might’ve lived in relative peace with his people, but he was still a survivor. Before he spoke, I knew his answer. 
 
    “Yes. We will fight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Removing the curse 
 
      
 
    Given the rainstorm and the oncoming nightfall, I instructed the guards to show Jamos to a room. I believed him, mostly because I had Adi there to read any ill intentions he might have, but I still wasn’t stupid. He would be guarded all night.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “You won’t regret this.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “And Jamos?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a massive Ender monster out there in the Ends?” 
 
    The man frowned. At first I thought it was a no, but then… “There have been rumors, but I thought they were nothing more than ghost stories. Why do you ask that?” 
 
    I paused. “Look, I want us to start this alliance with truth. You’ve been truthful, so I will be too. Gehn here sees visions. She saw a battle. It involved a massive creature and a bunch of warriors. Us, probably the Kanee too. Maybe even the Nazorus. Others possibly too.” 
 
    Jamos looked disturbed by the revelation. “That’s…bad. Very bad. About a month ago, some of my tribesmen responsible for hunting went missing. One of those from the party returned a few days later. He was out of his mind, ranting about ‘a monster.’ Everyone just thought he’d gone crazy from hunger and thirst. He died a day later. His last word was ‘monster.’” 
 
    “I think maybe he wasn’t crazy,” I said, meeting Gehn’s eyes. She met my gaze, unblinking. She’d seen the monster that had killed the Kanee hunting party. In her dreams, yes, but still—dreams could feel very real when they were happening.  
 
    “Shit,” the man said.  
 
    “Listen, don’t worry about that now. The Nazorus are monsters, too, and ones we need to deal with soon or else we’ll be overrun. Get some sleep. We’ll talk again in the morning and figure out how to get your people to Rome.” 
 
    “OK. Deal. Thanks again.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    The guards escorted Jamos away. Adi spoke without me needing to ask her. “Everything he said was truthful. There was great pain in his heart, but anger too. I believe he will be an asset to this war.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” I said. “Thank you. Now, we should all get some rest. We can discuss more in the morning light. For tonight we will rely on the bells to warn us if there is danger.” 
 
    Simon left first, though I suspected he wouldn’t go straight to sleep. He was a thorough young man, and would likely check on each guard station to ensure they were awake and vigilant and had plans to be relieved partway through the night. Gehn, after placing a comforting hand on my arm, left with him, probably with the same thing in mind. Adi and Bel left together, and I suspected they would keep each other warm on this cold, rainy night. Hannah lingered a moment long, placing a long, drawn-out kiss on my lips. “Want some company?” she asked.  
 
    Company meant sex, which would normally be a tempting offer from a woman like Hannah. But not tonight. Tonight I needed a different distraction. “Thank you, but no. I need to think.” 
 
    “I understand. But don’t let this become a habit.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that. This is a one percent decision. The other ninety-nine percent of the time I’ll say yes.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” She kissed me again just to show me what I was missing out on, and then left.  
 
    I needed a cold shower. Instead, I left my room, left the building, walking right out into the downpour. The streets were deserted as everyone tried to stay dry. I made for my favorite bar, which, of course, was empty. Perfect. Instead of taking a spot at a back table like I normally would have, I walked up to the bar and sat in the middle. The bartender raised an eyebrow. “Damn, Cutter, didn’t expect to see you here tonight. Didn’t expect to see anyone. Almost closed up early.” 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t.” 
 
    “The usual?” 
 
    “Hell. Yeah.” 
 
    He poured me the drink and slid it across the bar. I didn’t need to pay him, I had a tab that was paid each month, along with a generous tip. I raised the glass to my lips, smelling the aroma just before I threw it back. The liquor burned on its way down my throat, just the way I liked it.  
 
    “Should we be worried about today’s attack?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” I said. “We’ve quadrupled city security and we’re working on a solution. So be vigilant, but don’t live in fear. That’s the message you should spread to your customers starting tomorrow. You can also let people know that your leader may be away for a while gathering information from the outposts.” Though it wasn’t strictly true—I would be away, just not at the outposts—I wasn’t ready to have knowledge of the Kanee become public. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “The leader of Rome going to the outposts?” 
 
    I took another swig, downing the rest of the scotch, and nudged it forward. “Well, I’m not Atticus. Work needs to be done, and I don’t mind getting my hands dirty.” I looked down at my hands, disgusted with how clean they were. I haven’t gotten my hands dirty in a long time. 
 
    The bartender picked up a bottle of scotch and topped me off. “And the visitor? Before the rain, this place was packed and everyone was talking about him. They say he was led through the city in chains.” 
 
    Like much of the gossip that made its way through the bar scene, it was a gross exaggeration. “What about him?” 
 
    “What’s his story?” He slid the bottle back onto the shelf behind him. “The people want to know.” 
 
    Shit. How to dodge the question without seeming like I was dodging it? I nodded as I picked up the glass for another swig, buying time. After I swallowed, I said, “Still trying to figure him out. We’re holding him overnight for more questioning tomorrow.” 
 
    I could tell by the way he licked his lips greedily that he was looking forward to having the scoop for his patrons tomorrow. Too bad what I’d told him was only about one percent of one percent of the story.  
 
    I finished my drink and was tempted to order another but figured I should get some rest. An early start tomorrow would be a good idea. “Thanks,” I said, then headed out the door into the rain-soaked night. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    After closing my door behind me, I noticed a body in my bed. It was Hannah, snoozing away. I felt a little bad I hadn’t been there when she’d come to me. Then again, it was probably for the best, or else we may have never gotten a wink of sleep.  
 
    So as to not disturb her, I didn’t light any lamps. Instead, I just peeled off my clothes, dripping wet from the rain, and hung them up to dry overnight. As I slipped under the blanket, she stirred, squirming and stretching her arms and legs. 
 
    “You’re naked.” I took a second to enjoy the view. It never got old. “Were you looking for a little fun tonight?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” She was half asleep, slurring her words too. “Where were you?” 
 
    “Had some drinks. Needed to get out for a bit.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She rolled over and fell asleep. 
 
    Guess my window for fun closed up for the night. It was just as well. I was exhausted. I rolled onto my side and drifted off to sleep. 
 
    The next morning, I got dressed and made my way over to Jamos’s room. But when I got down there, he was already gone. 
 
    “He left first thing at sunup, sir,” one of the guards said. 
 
    “And you just let him?” I asked. 
 
    “He was unarmed and you told us last night to watch him but that he wasn’t a prisoner anymore.” 
 
    I was annoyed. Yes, that was literally what I said, but I didn’t think I needed to spell out that they should’ve woken me up if the guy tried to leave. “Did he say where he was going?” 
 
    “To talk to his tribe. The Kanee. He said he’d be back.” 
 
    “Fine.” I didn’t say another word to the man as I was still fuming.  
 
    To lower my blood pressure, I made the rounds across Rome, visiting the marketplace to see vendors rebuilding their carts and stands. I admired the hell out of them. Nobody complained. They rolled up their sleeves and got to work. 
 
    In the center of the city, half a dozen men and women were working the garden, salvaging what they could and preparing it for replanting. 
 
    Say what you want about these people, but they’re working their asses off right now. Good for them. 
 
    After a general check on the rest of the city, I walked along the border to greet the guards and talk about any activity they were dealing with. Most of them were downright bored, though they reiterated that they understood the importance of their jobs, despite the boredom. 
 
    When I reached the west entrance, however, the guards wore concerned expressions. The desert beyond was a wide-open space that stretched for miles before giving way to unforgiving canyons and rocky terrain. 
 
    “Sir,” the guard posted there told me, pointing out into the distance, “there appears to be some kind of construction going on out there. We were considering ringing the bells, but it’s not like anyone is approaching the city.” 
 
    I stepped through the entrance and took a few steps forward, squinting into the bright daylight. What the hell is that? That can’t be Jamos and the Kanee tribe, right? I guess, maybe it could be. But I thought they were farther out than that. 
 
    Even with the binoculars, I couldn’t quite tell what was being built. Large timbers were raised, and a long crossbar connected the tops. But they were so far away, it was difficult to really parse out what was being built and by whom. 
 
    I shook my head. “You did the right thing not ringing the bells,” I said. “We don’t want to incite a panic unnecessarily.” 
 
    “What do we do about it?” 
 
    “Get a small crew together, no more than a dozen guys. Arm them and send them out. Don’t charge at the target—approach carefully and slowly. Make it clear that we’re just checking them out.” 
 
    It took the guard about ten minutes to round up a dozen troops. 
 
    “Do we know who’s out there?” one soldier asked as he readied himself. 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s the point of this mission. Intel gathering. But don’t take any risks. At the first sign of aggression from whoever that is, make tracks back to the city. Agreed?” 
 
    Nodding heads all around told me they were ready. 
 
    I stood at the entrance with the guards posted, watching the crew move out slowly and deliberately. Every so often I tracked their progress with the binoculars. A half hour later they were getting relatively close to the target and I could make out several of the men looking through their own sets of binoculars. From that distance, they should be able to see every detail of what was happening.  
 
    I saw the moment of recognition as one of the guards turned back toward us. His face had gone pale with shock. At the same time, I saw movement at the construction site. Someone or something was being muscled onto the structure. Then another, and another. The figures were hardly visible from this distance, but then I saw them drop like they’d fallen from the top of the rig. Only they didn’t reach the bottom portion. They stopped midway, swaying slightly.  
 
    The fuck? 
 
    Then all hell broke loose. A number of figures from the construction site charged in the direction of my crew, who turned tail and ran, just as I’d instructed. I watched the scene unfold. The enemies got somewhat closer and I could make out their tanned forms, naked from the waist up, a red mark on their cheeks, around their eyes and onto their shaven scalps. The Nazorus, I thought. Eventually the Raiders stopped, just watching my men retreat.  
 
    Fifteen or so minutes later, my crew was within earshot, running at a more even pace now that the danger had passed. The leader of the crew shouted as he approached, “It’s Enders! They’re hanging Enders!” 
 
    My mind raced to try to make sense of the information. Those sons of bitches. How did they get a hold of more Enders? Or were they hanging the women they abducted before? Some of them had been Enders. No, I thought. The forms in the distance, the ones that had looked to have fallen, were too large to be females. Then who were they? 
 
    I raised the binoculars again, honing in on the structure, which had turned out to be a gallows large enough to hang three men simultaneously. I felt sick to the stomach. We’d been unable to do anything but watch the murder of three Ender males. I didn’t know anything about them, but it didn’t feel right. Hell, it felt like something Atticus would do.  
 
    The Nazorus Raiders had gone back the way they’d come, passing by their makeshift gallows and continuing westward. They were as small as ants now. Soon they would disappear once more. They could’ve hung these men well out of sight of our city, but they chose to do it where we could bear witness but not do a damn thing to stop it. It was downright evil. It also sent a strong message: We’re coming for you next, Ender-lovers. 
 
    I tensed up when a lone figure appeared on the horizon, slipping in from the north and approaching the gallows. He paused there and I saw him messing with the bodies. No, ‘messing’ wasn’t the right word. He was cutting them down. One by one, he released them from their ropes, almost toppling over as he manhandled the corpses to the ground. Then he turned in our direction and waved his arms in the air, demonstrating to us that he was unarmed.  
 
    As he got closer, I could make out his identity. It was Jamos. 
 
    “Damn Nazorus,” he said, panting and out of breath as he approached. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. “Where did those Enders come from?” 
 
    He extended his arm, pointing to the horizon. “I was about a quarter of the way to where my tribe is hiding out when I heard the Nazorus coming. They do not move quietly. They flaunt themselves because they believe themselves to be invincible. I stopped to watch them from the cover of a boulder. I knew what they were doing but was powerless to stop them. The Enders…the Enders were Nazorus and they died willingly.” 
 
    “What?” My heart hammered at the thought of men wishing to be killed by hanging. “Why?” 
 
    “The Nazorus believe the transformation is a curse for those destined to spend eternity in the Abyss—their version of Hell. They believe the only way to break the curse is to kill themselves by hanging, cutting off the air to the sickness inside them.” 
 
    It was screwed up. But at least they hadn’t killed any of the women they’d taken from us. Then again, what they were doing to them might be even worse. We needed to do something and fast. “How far are the Kanee from here?” 
 
    Jamos took a deep breath. “A day and a half hard march. I can have my people within the city limits by nightfall three days from now if you’ll allow it. Please, we need protection so we can regroup. Then, I swear it, my people will fight for you. Hell, we are already fighting for our very lives.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to one of the guards. “Give Jamos here some ammo and a weapon. Nothing heavy, just enough for him to defend himself. Go with him along with eleven other men. Take enough supplies for four days to be sure.”  
 
    “Yessir,” the guard said. 
 
    “Bless you, Cutter. You won’t regret this, or my life is forfeit.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that promise,” I said, hoping I hadn’t just made a grave mistake. Losing twelve men for three days could prove disastrous if the Nazorus attacked during that time. If so, we would need every soldier we could get. But if they didn’t attack…having an extra few hundred fighters could prove the difference in our survival or being overrun by the Raiders.  
 
    I watched Jamos and my men leave, not turning away until they reached the gallows and headed north.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Getting crowded 
 
      
 
    Back in the palace, I sat down with Simon, Hannah and Gehn to discuss the day’s events. Adi and Belenie were off somewhere taking care of those who’d been injured in the prior day’s Raider attack but not killed. 
 
    “You think arming Jamos was a good idea?” Simon asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “It gives me a weird feeling. There’s something about that guy that I don’t trust.” 
 
    “Adi said he was being truthful,” Hannah pointed out.  
 
    She was right. Maybe I was just being paranoid. Still…I’d learned to trust my instincts long ago. Yes, I needed his tribe to shore up my army, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t keep him on a short leash. “Anything changed from your perspective, Gehn?” I asked.  
 
    It was a loaded question. In other words: Have you made it to the end of your dream? 
 
    She shook her head. I could see the frustration on her face. I knew it was hard for her. She could see the future, but not at her will and whim. Her visions seemed to have a mind of their own, only providing the amount of information that they wanted to provide her with.  
 
    Someone knocked at the door. “Yeah?” I called. 
 
    A guard stepped inside. “Sir, there is another visitor at the gate who wishes to meet with you. We didn’t ring the bells because we didn’t perceive a threat.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Is Jamos back already?” If so, it meant something had gone wrong. 
 
    “No, sir. This is a woman.” 
 
    “By herself?” 
 
    “As far as we can tell.” 
 
    I frowned. There were plenty of strong, hardened women in the Ends these days, but still…it was unexpected. First an attack by the Nazorus and then two days in a row with loners showing up at our door? Nothing about it was coincidental.  
 
    “Bring her here,” I said.  
 
    “No can do,” the guard said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She’s armed.” 
 
    “Then disarm her.” 
 
    “She’s not willing to give up her weapon. She said anyone who tries to take it will lose a limb. I believe her. Should we shoot her?” 
 
    “No. I better check it out.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Gehn said.  
 
    I smiled. This was the Gehn I was used to. Always the first to volunteer for any mission, no matter how risky. Not that this encounter would be risky, but still. It was good to see her engaged in things again.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked Gehn when we reached street level.  
 
    She glanced at me sharply. “I—yes, I think so. Now that I told you about my vision, it feels like a weight has lifted.” 
 
    “I wish you’d told me sooner.” 
 
    “I know, I should have. It was just…I didn’t want to ruin everything. Everyone was so happy. I wanted to be too. Instead it ended up making me miserable. Damn visions.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. You have a tough burden to bear. But I’m with you every step of the way. Always remember that.” 
 
    She smiled at me, and though it was a small, it was genuine. I roped an arm around her and pulled her in close. The guard, who was just ahead of us, slowed as we neared the west gate. Why is everyone arriving from the west these days? I thought. I guess it made sense. If there were survivors of the Blast we didn’t know about, they were likely to be westward considering that area had been the most treacherous and those living in the Ends avoided going there at all costs.  
 
    It almost felt like how a forest fire would make all the creatures run in one direction, trying to escape. In this case, the Nazorus were the fire.  
 
    We reached the gate and I had to actively prevent my jaw from dropping. The visitor was definitely female, and a bombshell at that. Her long, blonde hair fell all the way to her ample cleavage, barely contained by what appeared to be some kind of iron bra. A few inches below that, a belt—also made of the same metal—held a long, flowing skirt around her waist. The belt held a long sword, which dangled from her hip. No wonder the guards hadn’t been willing to let her inside, especially if she’d been unwilling to relinquish her weapon. She looked every bit the part of a capable warrior. The only odd thing was her strangely pail complexion, something one didn’t find much out in the desert. 
 
    “Which of you is the leader of this city?” she asked, eyeing both Gehn and I with a sort of clinical stare. 
 
    “I am. Name’s Cutter. This is Gehn. And you are?” 
 
    “I am Dysalis. I have come to speak with you on behalf of the tribe of Oni.” 
 
    Another goddamn tribe? Seriously? “We can speak inside the city, but you must be willing to give up your sword. We’ll take good care of it and give it back when you leave the city.” 
 
    “No,” she said, very simply.  
 
    Gehn muttered a curse under her breath. Something involving a sexual position and where the woman could put the sword. It was something Hannah would say and I wondered whether the sisters had been spending a lot of time with each other.  
 
    “Look, you came to us, not the other way around. Our city, our rules.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Dysalis said. “I did not mean to offend. It’s just, my people believe that a weapon is a part of them. Giving it up is akin to giving up a limb or a head. On my honor, I swear not to use my sword unless my life is threatened.” 
 
    “Sorry if I can’t take you at your word or your honor. I don’t know you. But we can talk out here. I should warn you, there are guards everywhere, including on the walls. If they perceive a threat from you, they have orders to fire at will.” 
 
    “I’m not here to attack you.” 
 
    “Good. Then state your business. I have no knowledge of the Oni tribe, so you’ll need to catch me up.” I wasn’t trying to be cold, just methodical in my approach to strangers. I needed to protect my people better than I had in the last two days.  
 
    “We have an underground community. After the Blast, a group of us decided that the best way to keep safe was to move underground permanently. Our cave network is fifty miles as the crow flies to the west.” 
 
    I nodded. “That explains your complexion. But it doesn’t explain why you’re here. But I may be able to guess. The Nazorus chased you out of your home?” 
 
    She scowled at me. Somehow she managed to make the expression attractive. “The only way someone could take over our caverns is if they killed every one of the Oni.” 
 
    Now I was genuinely confused. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The Nazorus are evil to the core. They are our sworn enemy.” 
 
    “At least we have that in common. They attacked us yesterday and abducted a number of our females.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth, anger flashing in her eyes. “Then they are already lost.” 
 
    My heart sank. Should we have sent out a party to try to save them? It would’ve been suicide. We knew nothing of our enemy, not even where to find them exactly. They would’ve probably ambushed us and killed everyone. I knew I’d made the right decision, but still, it hurt. “If the Nazorus passed by your community, why are you here?” 
 
    “Because we are not cowards. My women are not afraid of fighting nor death.” 
 
    “Your women?” 
 
    She nodded. “My entire tribe is female. Half Enders, half human. Females are more level-headed than men, who are quicker to anger. It’s worked well for us. Truth be told, you’re the first man I’ve spoken to in years.” 
 
    “I’m sorry your experiences with men have been poor,” I said. “But I am all about peaceful co-existence. We got there once when we assassinated a tyrant, but now the Nazorus are trying to destroy everything we’ve achieved. If you’re willing to help us defeat them, I am all ears.” 
 
    “We will fight with you.” 
 
    “Good. Then what’s the plan? How do we take out these bastards?” 
 
    She tapped her head. “Using our brains. Let them come to you, where you have the protection of these walls. My warriors will attack from behind.” 
 
    A pincer maneuver. “That could work. I also have another ally who might be willing to create a triangle of attack and flank from the north.” 
 
    “Who’s the other ally?” 
 
    “A man named Jamos arrived yesterday, representing the Kanee tribe. We’ve agreed to a tentative alliance.” 
 
    “I don’t know this tribe, but I must admit, we have not tried to make contact with many of the tribes.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Looks like we have more in common than we thought. Before the Nazorus attacked, I didn’t even know there were any tribes. Now I know of three.”  
 
    “There are more,” she said. “In the area I come from, we are known as the Seven Tribes. Or we were. The Nazorus was the eight, but when they arrived in our lands, they destroyed three of the tribes before anyone really knew what was happening.” 
 
    I wasn’t the best at math, but I didn’t even need to take off my shoes to figure out this calculation. “So you and the Kanee make two tribes. Three were destroyed. That leaves two others. Do you know much about them?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Sorry. We never traded with any of the other Seven. We were self-sufficient, hunting at night, sleeping in our caverns by day.” 
 
    I nodded. That explained a lot. “So where do we go from here? How do we communicate to ensure our attack is coordinated?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. My warriors will be watching from the shadows. As soon as the Nazorus attack, we’ll move in from the rear.” 
 
    I glanced at Gehn, who rolled her eyes. “Don’t say it,” she said.  
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “That’s what she said.” 
 
    I laughed. “I guess I didn’t have to say it.” 
 
    Dysalis snorted and I almost fainted. Until then, she’d seemed so serious. “Oh my god,” she said. “I haven’t heard that joke in years.” Her façade had crumbled, revealing someone who probably had worked a normal job in a normal building before the world had ended and left us scrambling to survive.  
 
    “Glad we could amuse you. We have plenty of fun in Rome, when we’re not fighting off bands of murderous Raiders.” 
 
    She laughed again. “Sure I can’t come inside for a while? The walk back to my people is going to be long and hot. I’d prefer to travel at night. Or I can just sit in the shade cast by your wall. That would be fine too.” 
 
    “You’re still not willing to give up your sword?” I said. “Because it’s like cutting off an arm?” I said the last part with a heavy dose of sarcasm, adding a wink to let her know I was onto her ruse.  
 
    She breathed out a heavy sigh. “Fuck, was it that obvious?” 
 
    “Only when you laughed at the ‘That’s what she said,’ joke.” 
 
    “OK, take my damn sword. Just don’t scratch it. Takes hours to polish it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about your sword. We’ll take good care of it.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Gehn said, but she didn’t seem angry, just resigned to a long day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Dysalis 
 
      
 
    “Do you drink?” I asked as we walked. Gehn fired me a look, but I shrugged as if to say I was just asking. 
 
    “God, not for years. You have anything hard?” 
 
    A woman after my own heart. 
 
    “I think we can arrange that.” As we walked the streets, her head was on a swivel, taking it all in. Her eyes flicked to a streetlight, narrowing. “Yep, we have electricity,” I confirmed. “We also have hot baths.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me.” 
 
    “Not at all. There’s one with your name on it if you want.” 
 
    “Are you trying to get me naked?” 
 
    I almost fell over. This woman wasn’t afraid to say whatever popped into her head. “No, I, uh, was just offering—” 
 
    “I’m joking,” Dysalis said. “Isn’t that what you do here?” 
 
    Gehn laughed this time, happy to see me get a taste of my own medicine. I smiled sheepishly. “Good one. Anyway, tell me your story. How’d your tribe get started?” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but here are the cliff notes: The Blast happened. Hell was breaking loose. A few of my best friends had been having a crazy night that had spilled into the morning. It was a bachelorette party. We’d done the whole thing. Big, expensive dinner, clubbing afterwards, private hotel suite later one, hired strippers, et cetera. We were all still somewhat drunk, but in search of coffee to sober up.” 
 
    “Sounds like a real party.” 
 
    “Oh, it was, though it feels like a hundred years ago rather than ten. Anyway, when pandemonium struck, we found a place to hunker down, this old abandoned mine. We fell asleep. When we awoke, the sky looked different. So many people were dead. Some of us had experience camping, so we raided a Walmart and got enough gear to get us started. Things just went from there. The mine became home. We stayed away from other people, because we all knew from movies and TV what people, especially men, became when the world ended.” 
 
    “You weren’t wrong about that. But we’re not all like that.” 
 
    “Oh I know that. But it’s hard to discern one’s intentions in this world.” 
 
    “And yet you came here, alone.” 
 
    “We’ve been watching your community for weeks,” she admitted.  
 
    “What? You’ve been spying?” 
 
    “At night. We saw what you’ve built and we liked what we saw. It almost felt like…like before the world fell apart. The truth is, we’re tired of hiding in the dark. If we help you defeat the Nazorus…we…my women…” 
 
    I could tell this woman was used to being strong and not asking for handouts. But this wouldn’t be a handout. Her warriors would need to earn a spot in Rome. “Of course you can join us. We’re always looking to grow our population if the right kind of people come along.” 
 
    Gehn cleared her throat. I looked at her. “We just met Dysalis. We know nothing of her tribe.” 
 
    “See?” Dysalis said. “It takes a woman to point out the obvious. She’s right, you know. I wouldn’t trust me either if I were in your shoes. But we will prove ourselves to you. If we do, we hope there will be a place for the Oni in your society.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said. “Agreed?” I looked to Gehn for approval. She nodded. 
 
    We reached my favorite bar at last. I shoved inside like I owned the joint, which was close enough to true. Though it was well-patronized, it was my generous tips keeping it afloat at the moment. I flashed three fingers and a smile at the bartender as we moved to the end of the bar and took our seats. The place was deserted considering it was the middle of the day and people worked hard in Rome. The bartender nodded at us and quickly approached us with three scotches. 
 
    Dysalis was on one side, Gehn on the other. I clinked the glass with each in turn.  
 
    Dysalis took a swig, cringed, and then took another. “Not bad for pisswater,” she said.  
 
    I chuckled. “You could do worse in the Ends.” 
 
    We nursed our drinks for a few minutes in silence. Except for Gehn. She didn’t take a single sip, content to swish the liquid around her glass and drum on the bar with her long fingernails. “Gehn,” I said, reading her like a book. “What is it? Something you need to say?” 
 
    “More like something I need to ask,” she said, firing a look at Dysalis.  
 
    “Shoot,” Dysalis said. “I’m not afraid to answer any questions.” The way she said it made it sound like a challenge. 
 
    “So let me get this straight…you had a safe place where you were surviving and living in relative peace and harmony and yet now you show up here wanting to fight for us so you can live in our city?” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t catch the question,” Dysalis said. She threw back the rest of the drink and raised a hand to the tender. He scurried over and refilled it. Like any good bartender, he was dutifully pretending not to listen to our conversation when in reality he was soaking every word in to be gossiped around later.  
 
    “Why?” Gehn said simply. 
 
    Dysalis looked down at her fresh drink and frowned. “We were attacked.” 
 
    “Underground?” 
 
    “No. Three of the Oni surfaced at night to hunt. It was the same surface trip that our hunters made every week. They knew how to move, what to look out for, and how to efficiently capture some game before returning underground. I’ve probably been on that surface trip hundreds of times by this point, so have the rest of the Oni.” 
 
    “So what went wrong?” 
 
    She downed the rest of her scotch and slammed the glass down a mite too hard. I raised my eyebrows, impressed by her ability to put it away. Still, she seemed to be steeling herself for something. 
 
    “The fucking Raiders.” 
 
    “The Nazorus?” 
 
    “The same. They must’ve ambushed the hunters—there’s no other way they could’ve gotten the jump on them.” 
 
    I wanted to know the rest of the story, but didn’t want to pressure her, so I said nothing. Gehn, of course, wasn’t so content. “Did they kill them?” I gave her a hard look. “What? This is information we need to know. When the Raiders came here they killed the males and abducted the females. So did they kill them or take them?” 
 
    Dysalis took a breath, blew it out. “Both,” she said. “At first, they were just gone. They left to hunt and never came back. We were so spooked by the whole thing we actually went out in the daylight for the first time in years to look for them. We found one of their knives. There was blood on the blade and on the ground. The Oni are not easy prey. I only hope she killed one of the bastards before they took her.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m confused,” I said. “If they abducted them, why did you answer ‘both’? How do you know the Nazorus killed them?” 
 
    She tried to take another breath but it got caught by a choking sob. For the first time since I’d met this woman, she seemed fragile. She swallowed, grabbed my drink and slugged it down. Normally I would consider such a move a cardinal sin, but I let it slide given the situation. “We found one of them three days later. The second three days after that. You get the picture.” 
 
    “So they just use them and kill them?” Gehn spat. She looked ready to murder the first person who walked in the bar.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s what they usually do. I think with the women they generally keep them around to use as slaves. And yes, that includes rape, I’m sure. But these women weren’t raped. That was the only mercy they were given. They were mutilated, tortured.” 
 
    “Why?” I said, horrified by the account.  
 
    “I believe they were trying to get our location out of them. The entrance to our cave network is well hidden. No one but the Oni know the way.” 
 
    “Then the Nazorus know it now. They may have already attacked!” 
 
    Dysalis offered a grim smile. “No, they don’t know it. The three women were tortured and killed and took the information to the grave.” 
 
    Christ. These women are tough as nails. “So now you’re here because the Nazorus will try again. They’ll stay in the area, haunting your hunters at night until they figure out where your underground city is.” 
 
    She nodded gravely. “The time has come for us to step back into the light and fight for our survival. The Nazorus are many while we are few. Thus, we need an ally.” 
 
    Gehn was looking at her in a completely different way now. The suspicion was gone, replaced by a fierce determination I’d seen in her many times. “Then you’ve got one.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dysalis said. “For everything.” 
 
    “You can thank us when this is all over and those Nazorus bastards are six feet under,” I said. “Plus, we’ve got more than just pisswater here. We used to have fresh fruits and vegetables, but the Raiders destroyed most of those, but we still have some meat from our last hunting party. Whaddya say? Stay for dinner?” 
 
    She smiled, the demons haunting her memory finally giving her a reprieve. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned since the world ended, it’s to never turn down a meal because you never know when your next one may be. I can always eat. If you have meat around here, let’s chow down.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Food and much, much more 
 
      
 
    The cook slid three steaming hot bowls of shredded mystery meat in front of me, Gehn and Dysalis. 
 
    Dysalis raised her eyebrows appreciatively.  
 
    I tore off a chunk of the tenderly braised meat and popped it in my mouth. “This stuff practically melts, it’s so tender,” I said to her. “I don’t know what you’re eating underground, but my men know how to hunt down the right game up here.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” she said as she chewed on a bite herself. “This is good. We usually track down larger lizards because they’re slow and easy to trap. Occasionally we can get our hands on a slower, older hog. That’s always good eating if we can manage it.” 
 
    We said few words while we ate the meal. After such a stressful day, a stomach full of good meat was a welcome diversion, and it offered a bit of comfort that I desperately needed. 
 
    I took the last bite and wiped my mouth. “That hit the spot.” The sun was setting in the distance. We’d successfully managed to drink, talk and now eat the day away. “And nightfall is right around the corner, too. It’s safer if you stay the night.” 
 
    “Are you offering your bed?” Again, her words were laced with innuendo.  
 
    I snorted. “Again, you misunderstand me. Though you can have my bed if you want. The floor is fine by me.” 
 
    Beside me, Gehn kicked me under the table. I pretended not to notice.  
 
    “What do you do at night?” Dysalis asked as she finished her food.  
 
    “Drink, generally.” I smiled. “Sometimes I’ll build a fire up in the palace and try to relax with Gehn and the others.” 
 
    “The others?” Her eyebrows were raised again. “Other women, you mean?” 
 
    There was no dodging this particular question, especially with Gehn there to keep me honest. “Yes, women. But it’s not what you think.” 
 
    “You mean you don’t have sweaty, vigorous orgies with the women you speak of?” 
 
    Gehn almost choked on her food.  
 
    “Uh, well, I didn’t say that…” 
 
    Dysalis laughed.  
 
    “I’m glad you can amuse yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t fault you for finding some pleasure out here. Hell, the Oni have found all kinds of creative ways to pleasure each other. We’d go half-mad otherwise.” 
 
    I was getting slightly turned on now. It was impossible not to when I was picturing a huge group of women as gorgeous as Dysalis “pleasuring” each other. 
 
    “Sooo,” Dysalis said. “When can I take you up on that offer?” 
 
    I wracked my brain trying to figure out what offer she meant. I came up empty.  
 
    “She wants a bath,” Gehn said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Dysalis said. “I wanna get naked.” 
 
    Gods, this woman, she was a real flirt. I liked it. A lot.  
 
    “Of course, no problem. We’ll show you the way. There are attendants in the baths that can provide you with a towel, soap, anything you need.” 
 
    “Jesus, Cutter, you know how to show some hospitality up in Rome.” She shrugged. “What the hell? When in Rome…” 
 
    The three of us walked back to headquarters, catching a few looks along the way, mostly just curious rubberneckers. When we reached the building, we headed straight downstairs to the underground baths. The lights were on, as they always were. Steam rose from the half-dozen tubs in the main area. The question in my mind was whether to show her to my private pool where the three redheads would be waiting, or just offer her a regular tub.  
 
    Gehn made the decision for me. “You can use our private bath suite. It’s over there.” She gestured to the curtained off area. “Just be aware there are three naked women behind the curtain. They’ll take care of your every need.” 
 
    “Mmm, I like the sound of that,” Dysalis said. “Unfortunately, there’s one need I’ll require a man for.” 
 
    There was nothing subtle about what she was saying now. I wanted to say yes, so freaking badly, but instead I turned to Gehn. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’d love to join,” Gehn said. She understood the second part too. “I’ll head upstairs and invite the others too.” 
 
    With that, she strode away. Was this really happening? Oh yes.  
 
    “I like her,” Dysalis said. “And I like you, too.” She grabbed my erection through my pants. “Ooh. Someone is saluting.” 
 
    She kissed me with a pent-up, repressed aggression, like she had been waiting years to do it, even though she had only known of me for a few hours. She yanked my head to the side and bit my neck while she ran her fingers up and down my back, moaning quietly as she rubbed her torso against me. 
 
    Whoa. It was unexpected, and not in a bad way.  
 
    Still, we were right out in the open where others could use the main part of the baths. I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the curtains, sliding them back. The three redheads weren’t here. Of course not, they were off-duty now.  
 
    “Nice,” Dysalis said, admiring the pool for a second before pouncing on me again. She got to work on my belt with deft fingers, ripping it away and tossing it to the side. Then she dragged my pants down without even unbuttoning or unzipping them. I kicked them off. She grabbed my shaft again, this time through my underwear, and then ripped them down too.  
 
    She took me into her mouth and for a fleeting second I was afraid the whole thing had been a ruse and that she was really one of the Nazorus and was about to remove my manhood with her teeth Lorena Bobbitt style. Thankfully, she used more tongue than teeth, licking up and down and then sucking me in and out.  
 
    It felt awesome and I enjoyed it all the way until Gehn stepped through the curtain. She stopped cold. “I see you started the party without me.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, Dysalis was most eager,” I said, hoping Gehn wouldn’t hold it against me. She was wearing a short red robe now, showing off her forever legs and inside curve of her breasts.  
 
    Dysalis removed my dick from her mouth, stood, grabbed the inner sides of Gehn’s robes, and ripped it off in the same aggressive manner she’d used on my pants. Gehn looked shocked at first, but then the side of her lips curled up. She kissed Dysalis hard on the mouth, and I enjoyed a side view of their tongues tasting each other. 
 
    When they finally pulled away from each other, Gehn said, “The others are already asleep so it’s just us. How do you take this thing off?” She pointed to the iron bra-armor-thingy. 
 
    “Easy,” Dysalis said. “Like this.” She unclasped some sort of a metal latch and the armor disengaged in two pieces hinged on one side. The tight armor left shallow indentations in her skin but didn’t detract from her amazing rack.  
 
    She turned around, laughed and shoved me backwards into the pool. I shouted as I fell in, still wearing my shirt. I quickly tugged it off and tossed it, sopping wet, onto the side. Gehn slid in far more gracefully, and Dysalis, after shimmying out of her short skirt, joined us. As usual, she took charge of the activities, which was fine by both Gehn and I.  
 
    First she walked me backwards until I was up against the pool’s side wall. Her voluptuous, milky white breasts pressed against my chest. She arched her back and pulled my head in until my face was buried in them, then threw her head back as I ran my tongue all over her chest. 
 
    Gehn knew what to do in such a situation. She caressed her from behind between the legs while simultaneously touching herself.  
 
    Dysalis looked back to see Gehn. “He’s your man. Want to go first?” 
 
    It was respectful. I liked it. Gehn said, “I’ve had him plenty of times. Go for it.” 
 
    Dysalis licked her lips, biting the bottom one. Then she lifted one leg and rested her foot on the wall, slipped my dick into her, and pulled on my hips, driving my cock all the way in. Her eyes widened and she held her breath to keep from screaming. She was tight, but so wet that it didn’t matter. Soon, I was pumping her as hard as I could, with her whispering in my ear to fuck her faster and harder. 
 
    She leaned back, holding the back of my neck to keep herself steady, and offering me a stunning view of her firm abs and ample tits glistening and slick with water. 
 
    Gehn moved in at that point, reaching around from behind Dysalis to caress her tits. This seemed to spur Dysalis on, even as Gehn ground against her from behind. I reached all the way around Dysalis to grab Gehn’s ass, thrusting her into Dysalis.  
 
    “Your turn,” Dysalis said, breathless, extricating herself from me to allow Gehn to move forward into position. Gehn opted to turn around, showing me her curvaceous ass. Dysalis laughed and grabbed my cock, jerking me several times before helping to guide me into Gehn. Then she released me and began to kiss Gehn from the front while I thrust into her from behind, the water sloshing around us as we created waves from our movement. Gehn released a moan of pleasure as I pumped. Dysalis had dropped lower now and was eating her out just below the water’s surface. I could feel her tongue on my shaft as she slipped it in and out of Gehn’s pussy.  
 
    It went out like that for a while, the two women swapping turns with me and changing positions, pushing me to my maximum stamina.  
 
    “Shit, Cutter, you are a man,” Dysalis finally commented, after she’d orgasmed for the third time. “But now it’s your turn.” Gehn agreed and finally they alternated sucking me off, their breasts bouncing with the back and forth motion. I couldn’t hold on any longer and didn’t want to. Eventually I exploded into Dysalis’s mouth.  
 
    “Finally,” she breathed, laughing as she wiped her lips. “Now, for that bath you’d promised.” 
 
    “I thought the whole time it had been a code word for…” 
 
    “For wild and intense sex?” 
 
    “Yeah, exactly.” 
 
    “It was,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want the bath too.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” We took turns bathing each other, running the soap over each other’s bodies. And yes, it did eventually turn into another round of wild and intense sex until we were all three spent beyond energy. We slept in the lounge area off to the side, naked and satisfied.  
 
    What felt like hours later, and probably was, I awoke to find Dysalis looking at me. “You’re really something, Cutter,” she said. Gehn was still sleeping, though her face didn’t look peaceful. More like strained. I wondered if she was having her normal vision-dream about blood and mayhem. 
 
    “That could mean a lot of things. Sex god?” 
 
    “Ha. Well, yeah, can’t argue with that. But also…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Strong. Brave.” 
 
    “Now you’re just blowing smoke.” 
 
    “Up your ass?” She chuckled and slapped my ass, which was still uncovered. I responded in turn, except my hand lingered on hers, feeling its smooth curves. It was extremely enjoyable. “Ooh, frisky. I like it. Want to go again?” 
 
    I did, and we did, while Gehn slept. This time was different, slower, her nipples in my mouth the entire time as we built up to a climax that left us both gasping and working hard not to wake Gehn.  
 
    When we were finished, I knew it was time to get back to the real world we lived in. I stood, pulling on my pants while I watched her tuck her tits back into the iron bra. They were truly a sight to behold, and I was sad that they were being put away. She straightened her skirt and smiled at me, satisfied with the work we had done. 
 
    “What next?” I asked.  
 
    “I go back to my people. I bring them here. We fight the Nazorus. If we win, then we have a massive orgy.” 
 
    I gaped.  
 
    She laughed, as usual. “Not interested?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. Though I’ll need a few hours to recover from you, Dysalis.” 
 
    “You’ll get that and more. Till we meet again.” 
 
    With that, she departed, leaving me to watch Gehn sleep fitfully.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Assassins 
 
      
 
    When Gehn finally awoke, I asked her about her dreams. She said, “Nothing new,” and didn’t seem to want to talk about it so I didn’t push. Instead, we made our way upstairs to discover it was still nighttime. “Come to bed with me,” I said, for once meaning it literally. We needed to get some more sleep before the next day. Hannah was awake, sitting on the edge of the bed in a slinky robe I would usually want to remove if not for my exhaustion. An aging fire smoldered in the fireplace. 
 
    “You two had sex,” she said, reading us like books. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “Gehn didn’t want to wake you. It was a threesome actually.” 
 
    “Adi or Belenie.” 
 
    “Dysalis,” Gehn said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The woman who showed up at the gates yesterday during our meeting.” 
 
    “Oh boy, now I’m a little pissed you didn’t wake me,” Hannah said. “I always like to eye up the competition.” 
 
    “She’s not competition,” I said.  
 
    “But she is an incredible lay,” Gehn said.  
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. “She has an all-woman army. She’s going to fight with us.” 
 
    “Ah, so you were negotiating an alliance,” Hannah said. By her sly smile, I could tell she was joking.  
 
    “Something like that. We may have to negotiate further to secure the treaty.” 
 
    “Count me in then,” Hannah said. “Should we practice?” 
 
    Gods, I had nothing left. “Sorry,” I said again. “We’re spent.” 
 
    “No fair,” Hannah pouted, but didn’t push the issue. “At least spoon me.” 
 
    That I could do. We lay together, with her as little spoon and me the big one. Gehn added a third spoon from behind me, her arms clasped around my chest. It was damn nice and I drifted off almost immediately.  
 
    A sound alerted me to the attack not a second too soon. It had been the door opening. One hinge had developed a creak a while back. I could’ve oiled it, but thought it made for a decent security system. I’d laughed about it then, because why would I ever need security. I had walls around my city, guards at the door.  
 
    Yet so had Atticus and we knew how that one turned out.  
 
    Anyway, as soon as I heard that creak I was awake, my mind calculating time and distance as I shoved Hannah off the bed, not caring if she got bruised a little because that would be way better than getting dead. I turned and shoved Gehn back the other way, pushing forward and grabbing Alpha from her position on my side table.  
 
    Then I threw myself off the bed not a moment too soon.  
 
    The bullet thumped into my mattress, which pissed me off. It was a damn fine mattress and replacing it wouldn’t be easy.  
 
    From the floor, lying atop a protesting Gehn, I fired at the first man through the door. The shot punched him in the chest, doubling him over and revealing a second assassin. They were the Nazorus assholes, half their faces streaked with the red warpaint.  
 
    How they’d gotten past my guards was a question I didn’t want to think about at this moment, especially because the second guy was aiming his six-shooter at me on the ground. The first guy rose back to full height and took the shot in the back of the head.  
 
    He slumped to the ground, dead.  
 
    The first guy was so shocked by killing his partner that he dropped his gun arm. I shot him in the face.  
 
    That’s when I heard the screams and understood exactly what was happening. They breached my security with assassins to take me out, figuring that once I was dead the rest of them could move in and murder our people and ransack the city at will in the leaderless chaos.  
 
    Too bad you couldn’t kill me, I thought, anger rising inside me. These motherfuckers needed to die.  
 
    “Stay here,” I said to Gehn and Hannah as I stood, grabbed Beta, and raced for the door. I knew neither of them would listen, but I needed to say it anyway.  
 
    I took the steps two at a time, shoving threw the door at the bottom of the landing and out onto the street. The smell hit me full in the face, pungent and earthy.  
 
    Horse. Not only were they attacking us, they were letting their beasts of burden shit on our streets. Bastards!  
 
    I resolved myself to a hard-fought battle. I was armed, and I wasn’t interested in taking any more shit from the Raiders. When I reached the street, I saw the first horse and rider charging at me. I wasn’t one to hurt animals, but this was a beast trained in combat, and had to be considered an enemy combatant. Still, I’d rather not kill it. It’s not like it had any choice.  
 
    Instead, I clipped its side, which scared it enough to make it rear up and buck the rider off. He fell headfirst on the ground, snapping his neck. Nice.  
 
    I heard the thunder of more horse hooves coming from the front. Unfortunately, that also made me deaf to where the true attack was coming from. Behind.  
 
    The assailant had probably been a third assassin, smart enough to hold back while his two buddies were mowed down as they entered my quarters, waiting in the shadows until the time was ripe, and then attacking on silent feet.  
 
    Hard metal socked me in the back of the head, and I was left seeing stars. I hit face first in the dirt, the warmth of blood trickling from my head down to my neck. Black pushed in and I was on another planet for a while. I don’t know how long I was out, but when I came to, waves of excruciating pain pulsed through my skull.  
 
    I pushed myself up onto all fours but was immediately met with a kick to the ribs, knocking the wind out of me. I thought my eyes were going to bulge out of their sockets as I struggled to catch my breath. 
 
    Where the hell is Alpha and Beta? I probed around me, trying to locate my weapons. A large boot stepped on my hand, cracking one of my fingers. I refused to cry out in pain. They wouldn’t get the satisfaction from me. 
 
    “A tough guy, huh?” a gravelly voice said. He kicked me in the face.  
 
    Which hurt.  
 
    A lot.  
 
    More stars, orbiting planets. I wondered where Hannah and Gehn were. I wondered whether they were okay. I wondered why I wasn’t dead yet. Another kick and the world twisted as someone lifted me. Two somebodies.  
 
    There were shouts and gunshots from nearby. “Time to go,” the gravelly-voice guy said. Finally, my reinforcements were on their way.  
 
    Oof. I was draped over something warm and hard. A horse.  
 
    “Gee up!” Then all I could feel was the rocking back and forth of a galloping horse. 
 
    I saw the ground, bouncing and swaying. I felt like throwing up but didn’t. There was swelling around my eye but the other was okay. I saw buildings flash past. Then there were no more walls, just the open expanse of the Ends. I turned my head to the side to watch Rome get smaller and smaller as we galloped.  
 
    I didn’t know where we were going. I didn’t know if I was going to survive the night with these maniacs. All I knew was I was in trouble. I just didn’t know how much trouble I was in, or why they hadn’t killed me yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Nazorus 
 
      
 
    As I drifted in and out of consciousness, the only coherent thought in my head was, “This can’t get any worse.” 
 
    Then I fell off the damn horse. 
 
    Somehow, I had the wherewithal to tuck my head and roll onto the ground. So I lost my breath, but I didn’t snap my neck. I blacked out again.  
 
    The next time I came to, dust was flying in my face. I could hear laughing, but I wasn’t close to it. I squinted through the dust and figured out what was going on. The bastards had grabbed some rope, tied my ankles together, and hitched me to the horse’s saddle. 
 
    They were dragging me across the Ends on my back. Every rock we hit scraped the hell out of my back, and I could feel the welts rising on my skin with each bump. 
 
    “Whoa,” someone finally said, and the horse came to a stop. I coughed violently, trying to force the dust out of my lungs. They sat me up, bloodied and bruised, while they untied my feet. I was woozy, dizzy as hell. Everything still seemed to be moving, though we’d stopped.  
 
    The first figure I recognized was Jamos. 
 
    Motherfucker. 
 
    “Hey Cutter, you’re not looking so great right now,” he said with that shit-eating grin. “And I appreciate your hospitality. You gave me a great window into how Rome was set up. Made it really easy for these guys to get right to you without a whole lot of effort.” 
 
    He turned and walked away. That backstabbing son of a bitch. “Th-there is no Kanee tribe, is there?” I managed to mumble. 
 
    Jamos threw his head back and laughed. “Cutter, you have a fatal flaw that it took me a while to figure out. You are too willing to trust, to see the good in people. Your prior enemy, Atticus, didn’t get that. No, he was too obsessed with tormenting his enemies to try to analyze them. All it took was a little sweet talk and you were all, Oh, we have to help each other, poor Kanee tribe, evil Nazorus. No, there is no Kanee tribe. That took you entirely too long to figure out! But I suppose it’s too late now.” 
 
    Grabbing me under my arms, two men dragged me across the ground until we reached some kind of door. It creaked loudly as they opened it. They tossed me inside, and I stumbled forward into the darkness. I thought that was it, but my face smashed into large iron bars. The two men laughed at me. 
 
    One of them shoved me out of the way. I heard another loud creak, then they threw me a little farther into the room. They slammed the door, leaving me in complete darkness. 
 
    I crawled around on my belly, feeling around with my hands. Iron bars surrounded me on two sides, and hard stone covered the other sides. As best I could tell, I was in some kind of jail cell. 
 
    There were no windows. Only one door. No light. The cell was just barely higher than I was tall. I couldn’t stretch out, and it was too narrow for me to lay down. 
 
    I sat, resting my head on the wall behind me and trying to conserve energy. I’d been in some gnarly predicaments before, but this one took the cake. No point in trying to fight it right now. If they kill me, they kill me. If they let me live, great. I’ll have to see what happens when the sun comes up, if I make it that far. Right now, I’m a sitting duck. 
 
    I wondered if capturing me was premeditated or if they’d adapted on the fly. At first I’d thought the two that had entered my quarters were trying to kill me, but maybe the reason I’d been able to take them out was because they’d hesitated. If their orders had been to capture me, that would explain it. But why? 
 
    My body gave into the exhaustion and I slept for a while in the sitting position, my muscles gradually seizing and tightening up from the uncomfortable contortion of my body. The back of my head throbbed from the blows that I had taken, along with being dragged around on the ground. 
 
    The welts on my back stung to the touch, and I felt blood crusted over the skin. 
 
    I was in bad shape, and I didn’t really know anything about where I was or what was going to happen next. 
 
    Whenever I came to, all I could think of was Jamos. That snake had lulled me into a false sense of security and took advantage of it to nearly kill me. If I ever get out of here, I swear I will break his neck with my own two hands. 
 
    Thoughts like that, unfortunately, were not productive at the time, so I didn’t waste much energy dwelling on them. Instead, I needed to assess the situation I was in and see what could be done, if anything. 
 
    Slowly, the sun came up, and the light from under the door gave me enough illumination to see my surroundings. 
 
    I was in a tiny stone building, locked in an even tinier jail cell. There was hardly enough space for someone to walk in and pace back and forth in the space outside the cell. 
 
    The hard dirt ground was stained with blood, as were the walls behind me. I wasn’t even sure how much of that blood was from my head and how much of it was already there. It didn’t matter. 
 
    The shadows of feet paced back and forth on the other side of the door. I called out a few times in an attempt to get someone’s attention, but nobody listened or reacted. Instead, I sat in the cell for hours, contemplating what my next move would be, if any. 
 
    My thoughts kept returning to imagining my hands around Jamos’s neck.  
 
    The passage of time was tough to decipher without being able to see the position of the sun. After what felt like an eternity, the door opened and a woman walked in. She was thin as a rail, with short, dark brown hair. The light coming through the open door fell on her face, and I could see a red stripe running down the side of her face from her forehead to her chin. 
 
    The woman wore old, faded brown fabric that was fashioned into a dress of some kind. It almost looked like an old burlap sack with a strip of leather tied around the waist. She looked down at me with visible contempt, bent over, and shoved a bowl through a slot in the bars.  
 
    I looked up at her, waiting to hear what she had to say. But instead of saying anything, she turned around and closed the door. 
 
    With pain shooting up my spine, I reached forward and dragged the bowl across the ground to me. Using the small amount of light from under the door, I could at least tell it was a liquid of some kind. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was water, blood, piss, or something worse. But I was thirsty as hell, and I had nothing to lose. With both hands, I clutched the bowl and lifted it to my lips. To my delight—and relief—it was just water. Brackish and not particularly tasty but wet enough to cool my burning throat. 
 
    When I finished, I pushed it back through the slot and closed my eyes. I tried to pass the time my analyzing the situation. Not that there was much to analyze. For the moment, it was hopeless. 
 
    The door opened again. I squinted in the light, as the sun was beaming directly on the door. A tall figure stood between the sun and me, casting a shadow on my face, but making it nearly impossible to see who it was. 
 
    He stepped in and slammed the door shut. For a moment, all I heard were the pitter-patter of footsteps walking back and forth in the small building. The newcomer didn’t say anything. 
 
    “If you have something to say, just fucking say it,” I said, growing impatient of the games.  
 
    With the faint light, I could just make out the outline of the figure. He leaned over and bared his teeth into a wicked smile. He was completely bald and built like a monster. 
 
    “So you are the ‘god of the Ends’?” he laughed in a booming voice that shook my ribs. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Oh Great One.” 
 
    “I never called myself a ‘god’.” 
 
    “No, but you treat yourself like one. You are the one credited with uniting the Ends, bringing peace to the world.” Mockery was sharp in the bite he added to each word. 
 
    “And who the hell are you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who I am. We’ve allowed Rome to stand for far too long. The only reason was because your predecessor, Atticus, had been willing to play ball. We had a trade agreement with him. But you…we knew you’d never be willing to trade with the likes of us. It’s time to put an end to it. Everyone who lives there now will be burned in the fire along with it. They’ve all gotten much too comfortable. And those who get comfortable in this new world die.” 
 
    I shifted my weight in a futile effort to ease my aching body. “If your goal is to kill everyone, then why am I here? Why haven’t you killed me yet?” 
 
    “Oh, Cutter…you have spent months strutting around Rome, taking credit for all the success and progress. You’ve wrapped up your identity in that city and its people. Their success is your success.” He faced me again, resting his hands on the bars. “Their failure is also your failure. And their death? Your death. I will keep you alive as long as I want, not only so that you can truly understand how much power I have over you, but because I want you to witness the complete destruction of the city and the people you have come to care about.” 
 
    “You sick son of a bitch.” This guy was starting to remind me of Atticus. In a way, that was a good thing. I could work with that. Keeping me alive was a mistake, one I could exploit.  
 
    “Then you can torture yourself with the knowledge that these people would all still be living had you just kept your head down in that outpost and never taken on the mission of uniting the Ends. The day you joined with that human and Ender, you signed everyone’s death warrants. It’s only fair that you watch it carried out.” 
 
    He pulled open the door, stopped, and turned around. “Once you have seen the destruction you created and properly experienced the guilt and shame of failure—then I will kill you.” 
 
    The man stepped out into the sunshine and slammed the door shut, leaving me in silence and darkness to grapple with everything he had just told me. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    The Oni 
 
      
 
    Every day it was the same; a little bit of water, a few morsels of food. Just enough to keep me alive and miserable. I was getting weaker by the day, which was obviously exactly what they wanted. 
 
    I tracked the passing of each day by the light coming in from under the door. After three days, my body started to adjust to not having proper nutrition. The painful hunger pangs subsided for the time being. That wasn’t a good thing. My stomach was shrinking. 
 
    Whenever I could, I tried to stretch my hamstrings and my back. My body simply couldn’t stretch out properly. My joints were stiff and any position I tried to sit in was uncomfortable at best, and painful at worst. 
 
    Occasionally, the large bald bastard who claimed to the “ new god of the Ends” would visit—usually once per day. On the second day, his update felt like the twist of a knife in my stomach. “There’s been a battle each day,” he said. “Guess what? We’re winning.” He laughed.  
 
    The problem was, I couldn’t refute anything he was saying. It could be all lies or closer to the truth than I expected.  
 
    I tried not to lose hope, but it was hard.  
 
    Things finally changed on the fourth day.  
 
    Every day quite early, a woman would enter the prison. She was thin and weary-looking, her face gaunt and shadowed by a cowl she wore, draped like a second skin. I always tried speaking to her, reasoning with her, trying to gain her trust in the event she may become an ally. Unfortunately, she never responded, and I guessed it was because she’d been instructed not to. I couldn’t blame her—what if she was killed for talking to me? I didn’t want that on my conscience.  
 
    On the fourth day, however, I immediately sensed a difference in her. Her face still hidden beneath the cowl, she moved differently. More confidently, less defeated. Then she threw back the hood.  
 
    My eyes widened in shock.  
 
    It was Dysalis.  
 
    “Hey, Cutter,” she whispered. “Miss me?” 
 
    For a split-second, I thought I’d been duped by her too. She’d given me a great day and an even better night, which was another ruse to make me trust her. But then why would she be whispering? “You’re not with the Nazorus,” I said, understanding.  
 
    “Fuck no. I would’ve killed a few of them on the way in, but it would’ve blown my cover. When the woman assigned to give you food and water went to the well outside their encampment, I gave her a choice. Give me her get up and take a long walk or die. She was very obedient.” 
 
    “Tell me you have keys.” 
 
    “Does this look like amateur hour?” She reached into a pocket and pulled out a single key. We were both keeping our voices low, but if she lingered much longer the other Nazorus may grow suspicious. She seemed to realize the same thing, because she unlocked my door slowly and carefully, ensuring the metal didn’t clang. She opened it just enough for me to slide out.  
 
    “Thank you. Now what?” I stood and stretched, muscles and tendons popping and protesting. I tried to walk but stumbled, my legs affected by the disuse.  
 
    Dysalis steadied me, her strength awe-inspiring. I needed to lean on her right now, and I was okay with that. Hopefully I’d be able to pay her back one day.  
 
    “Now we need to get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    That was music to my ears.  
 
    Dysalis covered her head once more, motioned for me to stay behind her, and pulled open the door. She poked her head out for a quick peek, then ducked back inside. She motioned to the right and held up two fingers, then to the left and held up one. Two guards to the right and one to the left. Three total. Normally, that wouldn’t be a problem, but I was weaponless and not in the best shape. Sneaking away was a much better option.  
 
    Dysalis had the same idea. She grabbed my hand and pulled me out, moving quickly to the left, skirting the edge of the small building. I immediately spotted the two guards to the right, who thankfully were turned away, engaged in a heated discussion. The one to the left was sitting with his back to the wall, having a snooze. Dumbass. Not a care in the world, except for the face that his prisoner was escaping right before his very eyes.  
 
    There were three other small buildings just like the one I was in, other jail cells, presumably. We cut a path between the four structures, which gave us some cover.  
 
    I saw tents around the edge of the encampment, thick and rather large. It was a decent setup for a bunch of nomads. The structures, however, had clearly been built in a hurry, the rocks misshapen and haphazardly selected, stuck together with nothing more than mud. I was lucky it hadn’t collapsed on top of me.  
 
    I pulled Dysalis to a stop. “Is this the main Nazorus camp?” I hissed.  
 
    She looked like I was crazy. “This is a labor camp,” she said. “They have slaves here. They make them build weapons, sew clothes, etc. The real camp is substantially larger.” 
 
    “And the big bastard running the place?” 
 
    “Just the camp leader. He has little power amongst the tribe.” 
 
    That almost made me laugh. The guy had acted like he was a god, not some grunt sent to oversee a small labor camp. I knew we should just sneak away if we could, but I really needed to do something.  
 
    And I knew just where to do it. The largest tent was directly ahead, unguarded. Who needed guards when they ruled their camp? I pointed at it. My muscles were feeling a bit better now and I was warming up to the thought of using them. 
 
    Dysalis shook her head at me and motioned to the right, were there was a clear path out of the encampment. Maybe her idea was smarter, but it didn’t guarantee our escape. We might be pursued and given my condition it might not work out so well.  
 
    I spoke directly into her ear. “Do you trust me?” I asked.  
 
    She’d only known me for a short while, but I remembered her last few words to me before she’d departed Rome. We’d come a long way together in a short time. She blew out a breath but then nodded. So I pointed straight ahead again.  
 
    We tiptoed to the edge of the prison buildings and scanned the area. It was empty. There were sounds behind us, the grunts and groans of people working hard, doing who knew what. Ahead, the path was clear. I started to run on silent feet, but stopped halfway when I heard sounds coming from the tent.  
 
    Wait, is that… 
 
    Yeah, he was having sex in there. I smiled. Even better. His guard would be fully down.  
 
    Still, I was unprepared for the scene inside when I untied the tent door and slid inside with Dysalis at my side. No fewer than four naked women were around the beefy Nazorus camp leader. They were bruised and bloody, and even as I watched he plunged his oversized dick into one even as he slapped her.  
 
    It was violent and horrid and the opposite of what sex should be like. I loathed the man even more.  
 
    Violence and testosterone poured through me as I charged him. My course was only changed when I spotted something I hadn’t expected to see—Alpha and Beta, hanging from my own holster. I cut right, grabbed them, and then turned back toward the big dude who was violently raping one of the women while the other three cowered.  
 
    I didn’t want to scare the woman too much, so I placed my foot on his throat. His eyes widened as Dysalis pulled the woman away. I shot him in the dick first. “You won’t need that anymore,” I said.  
 
    He mewled like a baby, curling into the fetal position.  
 
    I relished watching him. Dysalis was in the process of helping gather the women to the side. I realized I recognized at least two of them. They’d been Romans, abducted during the first raid and brought here to be abused by this sadist.  
 
    I shot the guy’s kneecap next. I wasn’t normally the kind who took pleasure in torturing others, even my enemies, but I did take pleasure in the man’s screams. He was the worst scum of the earth, and every shot I took—the other knee, his elbow, his foot—made me smile grimly.  
 
    One more in the gut, for good measure and to ensure a nice, slow blood flow that would kill him after he’d suffered greatly. I walked away, ready for more action.  
 
    Oh, there was plenty. The gunshots had alerted the idiot guards who’d failed in their duty and now they were running in my direction.  
 
    I did my thing, my muscles immediately remembering their training, my aim perfect. One went down from fifty feet, right between the eyes. Another took a hit to the throat, gagging as he fell. A third I shot in the leg to trip him up, then again in the face as he tumbled.  
 
    “Get them to safety,” I shouted to Dysalis. She was helping the naked women run around the edge of the tent and away from the encampment. A shout rose up and I saw a group of the prisoners that worked in the tent, both males and females, fighting with the guards. We had a regular mutiny on our hands now.  
 
    Footsteps came from the right. I spun and fired two shots into another Raider, right into his chest. 
 
    Now that my location was exposed, I sprinted through the camp, unloading on anyone I saw, killing at will. It felt good. Damn good. When I reached the prisoners who were fighting with the guards, I took a more cautious approach so I didn’t hit anyone on my side. Soon, all the guards were dead. We’d cleaned house. Hell yeah.  
 
    Dysalis must’ve noticed we were winning, because she reappeared with the four women, who were battered but now fully clothed in men’s clothing, likely stolen from the Nazorus guards. “Well, that’s one way of escaping,” she commented, smirking.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said, sincerely. Without her, none of it would’ve been possible.  
 
    “Don’t mention it. What now?” 
 
    “Now we get back to Rome. Where are the Oni located?” 
 
    “Not far. The Nazorus were too stupid to realize just how close they were camped to our underground city. But what do we do with the prisoners?” 
 
    “We set them free,” I said. I scanned the dozens of dirty, tired people around me. They looked worse for wear, but not defeated. That was good. “Where do you want to go?” I asked them. 
 
    One of them stepped forward, a guy who still had some strength in his shirtless body. “We have nowhere to go. Our groups were killed by the Raiders, except for us. We want to go wherever you go. If you give us food and water, we will fight for you.” 
 
    I liked this guy already. “Perfect. But none of you will be forced. We will help you get back on your feet and then each man and woman can decide their path.” Freedom was what they deserved and that’s what I would give them.  
 
    Before we left the camp, however, I realized that some of the guards had horses tied up, stamping and snorting in agitation. Work smarter, not harder, Cutter. Get yourself some transportation. 
 
    I had never considered myself a strong horse rider, though I’d done in a few times before. Never a better time to learn than the present. I chose a dark brown horse with a white stripe on its snout. “Ride with me?” I asked Dysalis. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” she said in her normal flirty innuendo-filled way. It was amazing she could still be herself given we’d just wiped out an entire Nazorus prison camp.  
 
    I petted the horse’s nose and between her ears, just to let her know I was a friend. “Easy, girl. We’re going to go places together, okay? I’m going to call you ‘Lexi’. Why not?” 
 
    After unhooking Lexi from the post she was tied to, I pulled myself up onto her back and grabbed the reins. Dysalis, as athletic a woman as I’d ever met, got a running start and then leapt up behind me, landing gracefully. She pressed tight against me from behind and wrapped her arms around my chest.  
 
    I shouted down to the people we’d freed. “Dysalis and I need to get where we’re going quicker, but please, keep us in sight on the plains. We will remain within your view. Allow your weakest to ride on the remaining horses while the rest of you walk. Take whatever food and water you can find in camp. There will be more when we arrive. Any questions?” 
 
    There weren’t any, so I dug my heels into the horse’s sides and said “Giddyup!”  
 
    The horse took off at a trot, bouncing us around on its back. I remembered why I hadn’t done much horse riding: It was not very comfortable. At least we were covering plenty of ground in a hurry.  
 
    I looked back. Some of the freed prisoners were already walking while others were helping the weak and injured onto horseback. Others still were raiding the tents, taking what they needed. It was a satisfying sight.  
 
    “Am I heading in the right direction?” I asked Dysalis.  
 
    “More or less. I’ll keep you on track.” She kissed the back of my neck, her hands stroking my chest.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “For everything.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.”  
 
    We rode in tandem for over an hour, the sun beating down on us. Eventually it grew so hot that Dysalis was forced to relinquish her grip on me and lean back to allow some air to wash between the heat between us. It was still comforting to feel the front of her tight against me.  
 
    “How much further?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re here,” Dysalis said.  
 
    “What?” I looked around. We were in the middle of the typical nondescript wasteland of the Ends. There was…nothing. Was she joking? Or had the heat of the day addled her mind? 
 
    “Stop the horse.” 
 
    I did, pulling back on the reins and shouting, “Whoa, girl.” 
 
    Obediently, Lexi pulled up short, breathing heavy and snorting. Dysalis slung a leg over the side and dismounted. I followed suit, taking a quick swig of the water I’d “borrowed” from the prison camp. Then I filled a small dish I’d also “borrowed” and held it in front of Lexi. Eagerly, she lapped at the water with a long tongue.  
 
    “Uh, Dysalis, I don’t see anything,” I said.  
 
    “That’s the point, silly,” she said. Then she whistled, a single long note, high and clear. It almost felt like it could’ve been heard for miles.  
 
    I stood there, not sure what to expect. Nothing happened. I looked at Dysalis, who smiled slyly. What was I missing? 
 
    That’s when the ground began to move. I’d experienced earthquakes, small, low-magnitude tremors that made you feel powerless as the earth shook beneath you. This was not that. This was a specific section of ground not ten feet from where we stood. It was a platform constructed of wood made to look like part of the ground. It descended into an empty space beneath the ground, creating a ramp.  
 
    “Wow,” was the best I could come up with to say.  
 
    Dysalis laughed. “Yeah, wow.” I finished watering Lexi and then Dysalis took my hand and led me to the ramp.  
 
    “What about the others?”  
 
    “They’ll see the horse. My people will watch for them. When they get close, we’ll take care of them.” 
 
    “I’m sorry so many will have to see the secret entrance to your caves.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Dysalis said. “It’s time we left our burrow and became part of the real world. I have called this place home for many years, but it’s not really. It’s a prison now, and I need to break free just as you did today.” 
 
    “I can help you with that, just as you helped me today.” 
 
    Dysalis smiled again, an expression that lit up her entire face without detracting from her fierceness. We descended the ramp, hand in hand. The ramp gave way to a tunnel that declined into the ground, twisting away to the left. I glanced at the ramp as we passed. The wooden, dirt-covered platform had a hydraulic system built beneath it, which allowed it to be raised and lowered. That’s when I saw the woman. She stood in the shadows, watching us. She had her brown hair tied into a bun atop her head. She wore nothing more than a loincloth to cover her torso, slit all the way to her hips, and a swatch of cloth across her chest. The rest of her skin was exceptionally pale white, like Dysalis’s.  
 
    “Hello, Nephris,” Dysalis said.  
 
    “Dysalis. You have returned with your prize, I see.” 
 
    Dysalis looked at her sharply. “As I have repeatedly told you, the leader of Rome is no prize. He is our ally now.” 
 
    “Our ally? So you speak for the entire Oni now?” 
 
    Uh oh. I wasn’t liking where this was going. I had assumed Dysalis was the Oni leader, but it appeared that perhaps there was some competition for that title. No matter. I would need to prove myself to them. That was fair enough.  
 
    “I am the ally of any who chooses to fight the Nazorus,” I said. “They have attacked and murdered your people and mine alike. In that, we are bonded.” 
 
    I thought it was a decent speech, but Nephris only laughed. “Men,” she said, not trying to hide the disdain in her tone.  
 
    “Ignore her,” Dysalis said. “She’s just jealous I went out and did something rather than hiding like a scared titmouse.” 
 
    With a huff, Nephris pushed past us and moved swiftly down the tunnel. “Should I be worried about her?” I asked.  
 
    Dysalis laughed. “No. Ever since the attack, she has been trying to divide us. She believes the murders are more reason to stay belowground as much as possible. I took the opposite approach and she resents me for it.” 
 
    “And the rest of the Oni? Where do they stand?” 
 
    “Somewhat divided, but I think seeing you will turn opinion in our favor.” 
 
    Shit. I hadn’t realized the Oni’s support wasn’t a done deal. “Okay. I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    “Just be yourself, like you were with me.” 
 
    “That’s the only thing I know how to be.” 
 
    The tunnel, which was lit by wall torches, curved left then back right then down a long, gently descending straightaway. Finally, it spilled out into a massive cavern supported by broad stone columns and lit by dozens of fires, set both on stone platforms erected throughout the space, and wall sconces. “Wow,” I said again, the understatement of the year. The word wasn’t just for the cave, but for all the people, women, I saw. They were engaged in various activities, eating, sleeping, making tools, sewing clothing, and, a few, I couldn’t help but notice, were bathing fully nude in a large underground pool set off to one side of the space. There were even a couple women engaged in target practice with bows and arrows, shooting into a target set on the wall. I watched in appreciation as each woman fired an arrow, hitting close to the center every time. “Our hunters,” Dysalis said, catching my gaze.  
 
    “They will make great warriors,” I commented.  
 
    “Yes,” she agreed.  
 
    Nephris, who was standing just inside, watching us, said, “Ladies! We have a visitor!” Her strong voice echoed through the cavern.  
 
    Before she’d spoken, some eyes had already fallen on me, but now all eyes were on me. I felt, once more, like I was back in Paris for the first time, being stared at by a bunch of Enders. Actually, some of the women were Enders, their horns poking from their hair and, in some cases, tails protruding from holes cut into their clothing.  
 
    “This is Cutter?” a woman asked. She was of Asian descent, with dark eyes and hair that made her white skin look even paler.  
 
    “That’s what they call me,” I said. “Dysalis only just rescued me where I was being held against my will by the Nazorus.” 
 
    Nephris snorted. “So you got captured? And we’re supposed to ally ourselves with someone who could be taken from their own stronghold so easily? They call you the god of ends—more like the god of nothing.” 
 
    Not a good start. “I’m not here to convince you of anything,” I said. “And I am no god. Just a man trying to allow all people, whether human or Ender, the chance to live in peace and freedom.” 
 
    “We have peace. We have freedom.” Nephris again. It seemed she was determined to contradict me at every turn. Dysalis was just letting her, but I had the feeling she was staying silent for a reason. Be yourself, I reminded myself, her words coming back to me.  
 
    “At what cost? Never being able to see the sky? Never being able to feel the sun shining on your skin? Never being able to feel the caress of cool rain on your skin? That is no freedom. That is a prison of your own making.” 
 
    I saw some heads nodding while other of the women were scowling, including Nephris. “You dare to judge our way of life? Our way has kept us safe for many years. How many of your people died to achieve this so-called peace?” 
 
    I held up my hands, being more careful with my next words. “I am not judging. You are right—you have survived. This place was a smart refuge. You were right to be cautious. And I lost many of my people, those who were willing to fight and die by my side for something they believed in. Unfortunately, just as our forefathers who came before us, such losses are necessary to achieve a greater good.” 
 
    “Dead is dead.” Nephris wasn’t budging.  
 
    “And we honor those who gave their lives for us by living our own lives to the fullest.” 
 
    More nodding heads and a few murmurs of agreement. Nephris tried to rebut me but I kept going, raising my voice. “I am but one man trying to protect hundreds living behind the walls of Rome. There is a place for you all there, if you choose. With Dysalis’s help, we have just rescued dozens more from the same Nazorus prison camp in which I was being held against my will. They will have a place in Rome too. But only if they choose.” I wanted to make it very clear that I wasn’t forcing anyone to do anything.  
 
    Dysalis finally spoke up. “He’s not being completely truthful.” I gaped at her. What? She looked at me, wearing an expression I couldn’t quite read. “I wanted to slip away from that labor camp, content to rescue just Cutter. Cutter refused. He stood up for the other prisoners. He released them, gave them their freedom. They are heading here now, if you don’t believe me. You can ask them.” 
 
    More murmurs. Nephris looked around, looking desperate. “Oh, so now you’re giving out our secret location to strangers? Great. We’ll have Nazorus crawling all over us in no time.” 
 
    “We don’t need to keep this place secret any longer,” Dysalis said. “Because we’re leaving.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” More than a few of the women nodded and crowded around Nephris.  
 
    The majority, however, stood apart from her. “Looks like you’re outvoted, Nephris,” Dysalis said.  
 
    Nephris uttered a curse and tromped off with her supporters in tow. I breathed out a sigh of relief. That had gone remarkably well, but I was fairly certain it was because Dysalis had done most of the hard work to garner support over the last few weeks, if not months.  
 
    “Are we really leaving the caves?” one woman said. She had lustrous dark hair and an ivory complexion.  
 
    “Yes,” Dysalis said. “The sun, the wind, the sky…it’s even more beautiful than I remember.” 
 
    The other women’s eyes practically lit up. Before anyone could ask any other questions, shouts emerged down the tunnel, passed from one person to another. The other prisoners had arrived.  
 
    Dysalis’s supporters quickly helped the newcomers get settled. Like me, they were in awe of what they found belowground. They were given food and water and, for those in need, medical attention. Once everyone was settled, Dysalis said, “We’ve brought the horses below, too, just beneath the surface. Everything is taken care of. When do you want to leave for Rome?” 
 
    “Nightfall,” I said. “At least for those who are able. For those who are not, they can stay here for the time being.” 
 
    “You move fast,” Dysalis said. “I like that.” More innuendo. There were still hours to kill before the sun would set over the Ends.  
 
    “Show me around?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We strolled through the caves. Dysalis showed me the training area for the warriors, the food storage area, where some mutated beasts were hanging to dry out. She showed me the bathing area and I tried not to stare at the nude women washing their skin with some kind of homemade soap. They didn’t even bother to cover themselves as I passed, so used to not worrying about modesty. Dysalis laughed. “Roaming eyes on me, soldier,” she said.  
 
    Last, she showed me the “private” area. It was a sectioned off portion of the cave piled with soft-looking pillows and mattresses. “This is our version of a pleasure garden,” Dysalis said slyly. “Wanna guess what it’s used for?” 
 
    “All the women here…are lesbians? Or bisexual?”  
 
    Dysalis laughed. “Who knows? We don’t use such labels anymore. All we know is we need sex, and so we help each other out. There hasn’t been a man down here…ever.” 
 
    That was a weird thought, and I almost felt embarrassed that I was the first.  
 
    We moved from one sectioned area into another, stopping up short when we realized it was occupied by three women engaged in, well, pleasure. They didn’t see us for a minute, their eyes and hands and tongues far too busy with each other. One was a redhead, another a blonde, and the third the sexy Asian lady who’d spoken up before. Their bodies were strong and firm from survival. Two were in the 69 position, their tongues tasting each other’s sex, while the third was watching them, touching herself, back arched in ecstasy.  
 
    Dysalis cleared her throat and they paused to look at us. “Mind if we join?” 
 
    “Ooh,” the Asian said. “A man. It’s been a while, but I’m sure we can figure out what to do with his penis.” 
 
    My eyebrows raised. Normally, this was just the sort of activity that I was determined to clear with my other women, or even invite them to participate in, but they were miles away and anyway, Dysalis had already sort of been initiated into the group by Gehn. Plus, holy hell, these women were smokin’.  
 
    One reached out to grab my hand, pulling me down and getting to work on my belt buckle immediately. With her teeth. Another dragged my shirt over my head while Dysalis unclasped her iron bra to release her beautiful breasts. Then she shimmied out of her short skirt, revealing everything underneath. The Asian pulled off my pants and underwear, releasing my full erection.  
 
    She giggled and then teased it with her fingers. “Hmm, what am I supposed to do with this again? I can’t quite remember? Is it this?” She cupped her dainty fingers around it and stroked upward, sending sensation through my nerve endings. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, that’s a good thing to do,” I said, gasping. 
 
    “Yeah? What about this?” She rolled her tongue along the shaft, lingering at the tip, licking the little bit of semen that had trickled out. 
 
    “You can do that as much as you want,” I said. I was fully engaged in the activities now, reaching down to pluck at the Asian woman’s firm nipple.  
 
    “Ooh, you know what to do with my tits, too? That’s a bonus.” She climbed aboard me in reverse, the same 69 position she’d used a moment ago on the other woman, the blonde. She began to suck my dick in earnest while I slipped my tongue between her legs and made her moan. She thrust toward me, allowing me to slip my tongue in and out of her pussy while clutching her round, firm ass. Nearby, Dysalis had entangled herself with the other two, and I watched as the threesome touched each other’s breasts and between the legs, issuing soft moans and gasps in the dancing firelight.  
 
    “How many of us can you take, I wonder?” the Asian said, lifting herself up and free of my tongue. “How big a man are you?” She stroked my erection with her hands as she reversed herself and slid me inside her, rearing up to touch her breasts as she rode, cowgirl style. Thrusting, back and forth, back and forth. I thrust with her, helping the motion along by once more grasping her ass. She dove down onto me, her tongue entering my mouth. Our tongues danced together as she rode me.  
 
    She was good, very good, each thrust followed by a grind of her hips. I had a feeling she spent a lot of time in the sectioned off area.  
 
    It was all I could do to save myself for the other women, and I was almost relieved when the Asian woman began to pant, arching her back and thrusting harder and harder, finally releasing a scream of ecstasy that would be heard throughout the entirety of the caverns. Then she flopped off, inspecting my penis. “Whoa,” she said. “You are a man.” 
 
    One of the other women, the blonde, peeled herself away from the other two. “I never fuck someone I don’t know,” she said.  
 
    “That’s okay,” I said. “I understand.”  
 
    I didn’t understand at all. “You’re Cutter. I’m Roxy. There, now we know each other.” With that, she turned around so I had a great view of her ass and the pussy between her legs, and then she slid down onto my shaft. She went for it reverse cowgirl style, while my eyes roamed from her beautiful behind to Dysalis and the redhead, who were now scissoring, their faces lit up with pleasure as their eyes looked right back at me.  
 
    The blonde was wet and ready from her foreplay with the other women. The lubrication helped substantially, and soon she was breathing heavily, grasping my hips on each side for balance. Her breathing reached a crescendo and she issued a few high-pitched breaths before collapsing to the side, her ass facing me. I stroked it several times as the third, the redhead, climbed aboard the Cutter Express.  
 
    She was slender and soft, her features small and petite, with small, perky breasts that matched her button nose. She was alluring as hell, and when she said, “I want you on top,” I almost lost my load right then and there. But I had a duty to these women and kept it together even as I rolled her to the side and slid my dick into her. She gasped, arching her back and releasing a soft, “Oh.” 
 
    I pulled out, slid in again. Repeat. Again and again, watching her expression as it went from surprise to pleasure to wonder. She lifted her hands over her head to expose her small breasts and I got the message, leaning down to kiss and suck her nipples while continuing to thrust inside her. This made her coo and oh even more. She was also whispering obscenities, which seemed almost foreign on her lips and only served to make her more attractive. “Oh, fuck me. Fuck me with your hard dick. Fuck my pussy with your hard dick.” 
 
    Finally, she released a final, “Oh-oh-oh!” and then she was finished.  
 
    Three down, one to go. Dysalis slid over, kissing my neck and grasping my pole to check its status. “A little leakage but you’re still good to go.” She slid down and cleaned up the “leakage” with her tongue. Then she said, “I want you to take me standing up.” 
 
    Who was I to deny her? I stood, drawing her up with me. Then I scooped her up, my hands on her ass to steady her. She grasped my penis with her fingers and guided me inside her. She was so moist there was almost no friction, and yet just enough to make me stiffen even more. She wrapped her arms around me and I walked her forward until her back pressed against a rather smooth rock wall at the far side of the private space. That released some of the pressure on my arms and allowed me to thrust upward into her. She bit her lip and then kissed mine, softly at first and then more vigorously, her tongue flashing in and out.  
 
    “Yeah, baby,” she said. “Yeah, baby.” I pumped harder and harder, and with each pump, she became more vocal and kissed harder. She looked up at the cavern ceiling which allowed me to kiss her curvaceous breasts as I thrust inside her. I was getting close now and I could tell she was too. “Finish at the same time?” she asked.  
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Harder and harder. “More,” she said. “More. Almost. Not yet. More. Okay, getting close. Each word was issued with a pant of effort. Soon. Almost. Yes. Now. NOW!” I released my flow into her, even as she screamed the last word, a powerful feeling erupting inside me and seeming to flow from me to her and back again. It was ecstasy. It was perfection. I knew without a doubt in that moment that I wanted Dysalis to be a part of our group.  
 
    I only hoped the others would accept her as well.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Homecoming 
 
      
 
    Night had fallen across the Ends like a scythe. Lexi galloped across the Ends. Though I missed Dysalis’s strong arms wrapped around my chest as I clutched the reins, I knew it was necessary for this plan to work. The Oni and the freed prisoners would need a strong leader to pull off their part of the plan. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, I saw the Rome city limits materialize in the distance, the wall rising partway to the sky. I’m going to make it. Hell yeah.  
 
    That’s when I spotted more horses, coming from the south and taking a path that would intersect mine well before I reached Rome. Shit. 
 
    I wondered how they had found me, whether they had just been patrolling the area west of the city, waiting for me to appear. Obviously they knew what had happened at the prison camp. Which meant they were going to be pissed as hell and looking for revenge for the Nazorus men I’d slaughtered. Not to mention the horses I’d stolen. I remembered something I’d read about how in the old days, horses were considered so valuable that a horse thief could be punishable by death.  
 
    I spurred Lexi on and she galloped faster, bucking her head as she ran. To my right, my pursuers were forced to change their angle to ensure they wouldn’t miss me.  
 
    For a minute I thought I might just make it, but then Lexi’s speed diminished. We’d traveled far already, whereas the Raiders’ horses may have been fresher. Whatever the case, my chances of outrunning them were low. Which meant a fight was imminent.  
 
    Fine by me. 
 
    As they closed in from the side, one of them barked, “Going somewhere?”  
 
    I could come out guns blazing, but I felt that would be a brash move that would end with me full of lead. I needed to lull them into a false sense of security. I also knew the Nazorus seemed to get off on the misery of others, so I needed to pander to that. “Boys, I want no trouble. Please just let me go. Please.” I forced a begging tone into my voice. Not an Oscar-worthy performance, but not too bad considering I was no actor.  
 
    The lead horsemen veered in front of me, forcing me to pull Lexi to a stop. She reared up, frightened by the change in circumstance. I hung on for dear life and managed to steady myself when she landed back on all four hooves. The four horsemen began riding in circles around me, offering no way out. 
 
    I was tempted to throw caution to the wind, draw both Alpha and Beta, and begin firing off shots. I also knew it was a bad idea given all four men had guns in hand, leveled in my direction. If I was lucky I might take one of them out before they realized what I was doing, but then I was done for. I remained patient, biding my time and considering my options.  
 
    Lexi was getting a good rest in, her chest heaving but beginning to slow. She stamped her feet and I got the sense she was sending me a message. I’m ready to run, boss. Let me run. I can beat these fools. 
 
    She was right. Speed was the only way I was going to beat them.  
 
    The men were talking, taunting me, but I ignored them, my entire focus on the gap in their circle that would need to be opened to make a kamikaze sprint for the city.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I’ll come with you. I’m dropping my weapons now. See?” 
 
    People wanted to connect words with actions, so when I drew Alpha and held her in a loose, nonaggressive grip like I was about to toss her aside, the men’s concentration lagged for a crucial moment.  
 
    During the miniscule span of the same second, I dug my heels into Lexi’s side and raised Alpha’s barrel, firing off a shot just before my horse shot from her haunches, exploding in the exact direction I’d fired the bullet. The bullet, of course, was faster, clipping a rider in the side of the head. Not my best shot, but it did the trick. A spurt of blood misted and he fell sideways off the horse and into the dirt, which caused the horse to spook, charging recklessly ahead and bashing into another of the riders. 
 
    It opened the gap I needed, which Lexi charged for.  
 
    Hitting a moving target was difficult, even for an accomplished shooter, which is why my aim hadn’t been perfect before. The only reason I’d managed to take the Raider out was that his horse was trotting slowly past. Lexi, however, was tearing across the wasteland at full tilt. I used the reins to change her direction every few seconds, zigzagging left then right, then right and right, switching it up to keep my pursuers from getting a bead on me.  
 
    Even still, bullets whizzed past my head. Dumb assholes. They should be aiming for Lexi, not me. I hoped they wouldn’t realize their mistake in time to correct it.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t count on it, so I dangled to the side, clutching the reins with one hand and gripping Alpha in the other. I spun around backwards, hoping Lexi wouldn’t be bothered by the change in position. Thankfully, she wasn’t tearing forward with single-minded focus as I returned fire on the horsemen in hot pursuit. They were moving targets too, which made things difficult.  
 
    But I didn’t make the same mistake they had. I aimed for their horses, the much larger targets making my margin of error much wider. I hit the lead horse immediately, and the poor beast thrashed its head in pain. I felt bad about that, but this was war and I had little choice if I was going to survive the encounter. The damn horse, however, kept running. Tough SOB, I thought, hitting it again, this time in the throat. That was more than it could take and the horse went down, its rider crashing into the dirt with it. If the man was lucky, he’d only break a leg or arm. I was hoping he broke his head.  
 
    A shot rang out at almost the same moment I felt a punch to the shoulder. It wasn’t my gun arm, but it still hurt like hell. I fired back, this time going for the rider himself, mostly because I was pissed and because if he could hit me, I could hit him. My shot hit him center mass, throwing him back and off his horse, which continued to run, riderless.  
 
    There was only one man left in pursuit, and he was smarter than the other three, learning from their mistakes. His first shot missed, but it was clearly aimed lower, at Lexi. I cut my horse’s path hard to the left as the next shot whizzed past. I tried to return fire, but the Raider had some evasive maneuvers of his own, anticipating my shot and ensuring he was cutting laterally and making himself difficult to hit. I missed. I rarely missed.  
 
    Pain coursed through my shoulder but I bit it away, focusing on my next shot, though my vision was blurred by watering eyes.  
 
    I was about to take the next shot, but a pang of agony hit me and my arm jerked, sending the bullet well high. The gunman raised his own weapon to shoot, and I knew he had me dead to rights.  
 
    A shot rang out.  
 
    I felt…nothing. Lexi kept running.  
 
    The Raider fell from his horse, hitting the ground hard.  
 
    I whirled around, searching for the shooter. That’s when I spotted the shadow of a figure atop the city’s border wall.  
 
    I knew immediately who it was.  
 
    Gehn.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
      
 
    One of the gate guards greeted me with disbelief when I rode up. “Mr. Cutter! My God, we all thought you were dead. Come in!” 
 
    A trio of guards escorted me through the slumbering city, running alongside my horse as it walked all the way to my quarters. I scanned the area as I rode, searching for a glimpse of Gehn, who I was certain would’ve come down from the wall by now. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I dismounted, favoring my injured shoulder. “Take care of Lexi for me,” I instructed.  
 
    “Who?” one of the guards asked, crinkling his brow in confusion. 
 
    “The horse,” I explained.  
 
    “Ah. Yes, sir. But you’re injured.” 
 
    “Let me deal with that.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    Gehn appeared at that moment, emerging from the shadows beside the building, as stealthy as a hunting bat. “Cutter,” she said. “We were worried sick.” 
 
    “Why?” I said, feigning confusion. “Oh, you mean because I was captured by Nazorus Raiders and confined to a small cell for days on end with minimal food and water and constant threat of being murdered in my sleep?” 
 
    “Hilarious,” she said, taking me into her arms.  
 
    I winced and she looked at the blood pouring from my shoulder. “It’s a flesh wound,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll get Belenie.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that idea. “Meet me in the baths. I stink.” 
 
    She couldn’t argue with that either. “Okay. And Cutter?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re alive.” 
 
    “That makes two of us.” 
 
    We split up and I headed downstairs to the baths. The redheads were sleeping on the plush couch, but heard me enter and immediately stood up. “Cutter? We feared the worst. We all did.” 
 
    “I’m fine, but thank you. Sleep in my bed tonight,” I said. “Please. I’ll stay down here.” 
 
    They nodded, looking slightly uncomfortable by the notion. When they were gone, I awkwardly got my clothes off and slid into the bath. It felt amazing. Not only was I filthy, but my muscles were incredibly sore from being squeezed in that cell for days. I dabbed at the bullet wound. It was a through-and-through, so Bel wouldn’t have to deal with extracting any metal except maybe a few fragments. That was good. She could wave her healing energy for stitching my skin back together.  
 
    Right on cue, the women showed up. Not just Gehn and Bel, but all of them—Hannah and Adi too. Hannah slid into the hot pool fully clothed and kissed me full on the lips, lingering and adding a few softer kisses at the end. “Don’t do that to us again,” she commanded when she finally pulled away. 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly planned. But I’ll try.” 
 
    Adi and Bel were all business, fussing over my wound. Adi took care of the cleaning of it. I winced as she dabbed it with a cloth soaked in alcohol. “Quit being a baby,” she joked.  
 
    “What can I say? You bring out the baby in me.” 
 
    She smiled and continued her work. Once she was satisfied I wouldn’t need to worry about any germs being trapped before Bel worked her magic, she eased back and let Belenie move in. I was still in the pool with Hannah, who’d decided to lose her clothes too. Gehn remained on the side, pacing.  
 
    Bel placed her hands on my shoulder and closed her eyes in concentration. “No fragments,” she said after a few moments. “That’s good.” I saw her horns begin to glow, the light working its way down her head, neck, arm and into her hands. Warmth flowed into me, followed by a slight tingling sensation, and then— 
 
    “Fuck!” I gritted my teeth as the pain intensified, until it felt like someone was stabbing my ragged wound with needles. Hannah pressed her naked body against me from behind and reached around to grab my penis.  
 
    “To take your mind off the pain,” she said. I tried to focus on her hand as it worked its way along my shaft. Still, the pain was my constant companion as the two women worked in tandem, one healing my shoulder while the other jerked me off. It was the weirdest feeling, like my own body was at war and couldn’t figure out whether to be enjoying the pleasure or suffering from the pain.  
 
    And then the pain vanished, Bel said, “Done,” and all I could feel was the nirvana of Hannah’s hand on my body, sliding up and down.  
 
    “Thank you,” I managed to say to both Bel and Hannah. 
 
    “Wanna fuck?” Hannah asked, whispering the question in my ear from behind. I could feel her warm breasts pressed against my back.  
 
    I did, badly, but this was not the time. I knew that because Gehn was still pacing and because we had no idea when the Nazorus would launch their next attack on the city. Clearly, they were close. “When this is over,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “God, I’m going to be one horny woman by the time you stick your dick back inside me,” Hannah said. She was, however, wearing a smile, so I knew she was mostly joking.  
 
    And although she pretended to give up on sex, she did help bathe me, using the soap to scrub away the dirt and grime and blood, her fingers lingering on certain areas. “Hannah,” I warned, afraid that if she started any activities I wouldn’t be able to stop. She laughed and moved on.  
 
    Once Hannah was done washing me, she said, “You’re as tight as a virgin’s pussy.” It was a filthy-mouthed way of saying I needed a massage, which I did. The time in that cramped prison cell had not been kind to my muscles. “Relax.” 
 
    I did, closing my eyes and enjoying the relief that washed through me as she worked her strong hands through my muscles, kneading them back into normal position. Bel, after expending so much energy healing me, had fallen asleep on the plush couch with Adi spooning her. Gehn, however, was still pacing.  
 
    “Gehn,” I said, and she finally stopped. “How did you know to watch for my arrival?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” she said.  
 
    “She’s been up there every night,” Hannah explained. She clambered from the bath, water dripping from her beautiful nude body, tempting me to the limits of my self-control. “She wanted to run off and try to rescue you, but we wouldn’t allow it. I thought she might kill me just to get out of the city.” She laughed, as if the thought of sister murdering sister was funny.  
 
    “I thought you were dead, Cutter,” Gehn said, her tone heavy. “We all did. A shadow fell over the city, I swear it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not, thanks to that insanely great shot you took from the top of the wall. You’ve been practicing?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m ready to take out more of the Nazorus bastards when they come.” 
 
    “Good. Me too. Now stop your pacing and let’s all get some rest.” 
 
    “Wait,” Gehn said. “The Nazorus took you prisoner. How did you escape?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I may have had a little help. Jamos is a traitor, but Dysalis is not.” 
 
    “She rescued you?” Gehn said. “I could kiss her. Where is she?” 
 
    “Organizing the Oni. Most of them are willing to fight. Not all, but enough to make a difference, especially given Jamos’s story about the Kanee tribe was all bullshit.” 
 
    “That fucking weasel,” Hannah said.  
 
    “Yeah. In any case, the Oni will be here when we need them.” 
 
    “You trust Dysalis?” Hannah said.  
 
    “Implicitly.” I knew I needed to tell them about my feelings from earlier, but I didn’t know if the time was right. Thankfully, they knew me well enough to read my tone and expression.  
 
    “You want her with us, don’t you?” Gehn said.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    Hannah said, “Yes. Sis, you cool with that?” 
 
    “I like her,” Gehn said. “I wasn’t sure at first, but I am now. Plus, she rescued Cutter. She’s one of us now.” 
 
    “I trust your judgment. I’m in,” Hannah said.  
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Thank you. I’ll ask Adi and Bel in the morning. If they’re good with it, then we have a fifth woman in our group.” 
 
    “It’s settled,” Hannah said. “Now, can we sleep together, or what?” Once more, I could see the offer in the smirk on her lips.  
 
    “If by sleep you actually mean sleep, then yes.” 
 
    “Buzzkill,” Hannah said. “But yes, that works.” 
 
    With that, the five of us drifted away. For once, nothing interrupted our much-needed sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    An unveiled threat 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I departed the palace to find a number of Romans, both Ender and human, gathered, each wearing a smile. They clapped and cheered as I strode between them. It felt…good. I didn’t expect it. These people had been through so much, it was good to see them still caring about something.  
 
    But when I crossed the street and walked into the bar, which was my preferred location to meet with Simon, he greeted me with a hug. That was one step too far. 
 
    “I’m not a hugger, Simon. Get off me.” 
 
    He slapped me on the back. “Deal with it, Cutter. You know how worried we all were?” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it.” I took a seat at the stool next to him. The women crowded around, creating a protective barrier, as if they might need to fight for me if a gang of Raiders just decided to walk into the establishment.  
 
    “Of course. We didn’t know what we would do if you didn’t return. We were just beginning to talk about the possibility yesterday.” 
 
    I thought back to the hopeless dread I felt while crouched in the cell. “Honestly, Simon, I had moments when I thought I wasn’t coming back, either.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Debates were raging on what kind of succession plan there should be. Nobody knows what to do if you’re not here. If you’re the guy who rules the Ends, then what do you do when the ruler is dead?” 
 
    The bartender didn’t ask—he just slid a scotch in front of me. I like that. This guy just earned a few extra bucks on his tip. “I don’t know. It’s not something I’ve ever considered. We should hammer one out at some point, I guess.” 
 
    “Or you could just not die,” he said.  
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Where were you anyway?” 
 
    I told him the full story, leaving nothing out. Well, except for the orgy with the Oni. That wasn’t exactly necessary to our planning. 
 
    Simon whistled when I finished. “Damn. That almost sounds like we’re back in Nazi Germany. Like a concentration camp.” 
 
    It wasn’t far from the truth. It made me feel even better about slaughtering the guards and freeing the slaves. “The Nazorus have to be stopped. Have any of the watchmen spotted them?” 
 
    Simon took a long swig of his drink and then shook his head. “Not since they tried to ride you down on the way into the city. We took care of the bodies. The dead horse will be used for food and leather. The other three ran away. What do we do next?” 
 
    “We prepare. Make sure our trucks are ready to roll, that our weapons are oiled and in working condition, that our ammo stores are replenished. At this point, I’m treating the Nazorus like a hurricane. They’re coming and there’s nothing we can do about it but batten down the hatches and get ready for the storm. Only in this case, we fight back.” 
 
    We discussed the guards being prepared, the Oni tribe getting full access to the city, and what I expected the Nazorus to do next. The women chimed in from time to time, offering their ideas on organizing the troops and medics, being ready for a full-on siege. 
 
    “We are low on intel,” I said. “I’m tempted to send a few spies out in the field, but I’m worried they won’t come back.” 
 
    Before Simon could offer his opinion on my idea, the door to the bar swung open, and one of the border guards poked his head in. “Sir! The west entrance! Horses approaching!” 
 
    Simon and I shared a concerned look. Hannah said, “I’ll rally the troops.”  
 
    “Good. Gehn, go with her. Adi and Bel, coordinate your medics. Be prepared for mass injuries.” They nodded and took off. Simon and I did the same, following the guard at a quick jog all the way to the west entrance. Along the way, my mind raced with possibilities. Was this the invasion?  
 
    What I saw when we arrived was not what I had expected. It was far worse.  
 
    Several horses meandered toward the city, in no particular hurry. We couldn’t make out the profiles of any riders on their backs, though it was clear they were hauling something large, strewn across their saddled, tethered there with ropes. I frowned, drawing Alpha and Beta and aiming the weapons in the horses’ direction. “What do you make of it?” I asked Simon.  
 
    “Explosives of some kind?” he said. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. Should I shoot?” 
 
    “Wait,” Simon said, taking a step forward and squinting. “Binocs!” 
 
    One of the guards obediently handed him a set of binoculars. Simon looked through them and then lowered them, his face going pale.  
 
    “What?” I said. “What is it?” 
 
    Simon closed his eyes for a long second. Opened them. Said, “Bodies. The women they abducted have returned.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    A world on fire 
 
      
 
    The women were naked, bruised and bloodied, with bruising around their necks where they’d been choked. Rags were stuffed in their mouths. Their hands and feet were bound. They were dead, all of them, Ender and human alike.  
 
    Innocents. Innocents who I’d sworn to protect. Innocents who I’d failed.  
 
    A deep well of sadness threatened to pull me under, even as Hannah and Gehn came running up. “The army is ready. Orders?” 
 
    “Stand down,” I said, staring at the horses, who had walked all the up to the city and were now milling about, tired from their long walk bearing their horrific cargo.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Hannah said, noticing what I was staring at. “Those motherfucking pieces of shit asshole motherfu—” 
 
    “They’re trying to provoke us,” I said, rage building inside me. “They want us to fight them in the open, on their turf. It’s a good strategy, I’m tempted to rally the troops and march out into—” 
 
    “Strategy?” Hannah said. “Cutter, these are women. Dead women. They’ve been tortured.” 
 
    The well of sadness grabbed hold of me again. “I know. I’m trying…I’m trying not to think too much about it.” 
 
    Hannah grabbed me by the front of the shirt and pulled me right up to her face. “Do not build a wall around your humanity, Cutter. Your humanity, the fact that you give a shit about other people, that’s what sets you apart from the Raiders. That’s what makes you different, the man I love more than life itself.” 
 
    Her words struck me to the core, mostly because Hannah tended to come across less emotional than Adi or Bel, and less fiery than Gehn. Here and now, however, she was proving to be the most emotional and fiery of the four. And her words were exactly what I needed.  
 
    “You’re right. I can be smart without being uncaring and cold. These women…” I cut off, not because of a choking sob, I was never much of a crier, but because my teeth were gritted together in anger. “…these women’s deaths will be avenged. When the Nazorus Raiders come, we will kill them. We will kill them all.” 
 
    The guards around me seemed equally angry, nodding in agreement with every word. Unfortunately, the speech was short-lived, because another shout rang out, this one from a guard looking outward from his post high atop the wall.  
 
    Great, what now? I wondered.  
 
    The four of us raced up the stone steps to the wall’s apex and then sprinted along its length until we reached the guard who’d hollered. The man had binoculars pressed to his face, looking outward. “There,” he said, pointing.  
 
    Even without binoculars to magnify my vision, I could see the smoke. “What the hell is burning?” I asked.  
 
    “See for yourself.” He handed me the binoculars.  
 
    I spotted it right away. “Is that an…” 
 
    “An outpost,” he confirmed. “The closest one to Rome, two miles as the crow flies. The only one located to the west. After the Nazorus raided Rome, we sent messengers to warn them to seek refuge here in the city, but the guy that runs the place as well as the few locals that live there refused. They said the outpost was their home and they wouldn’t abandon it.” 
 
    I watched as flames engulfed the few structures that made up the outpost. Raiders rode their horses around the inferno. I couldn’t hear them, but I knew they’d be whooping and hollering.  
 
    Another shout caused me to lower the binoculars. Oh no, I thought, dread filling my chest.  
 
    We continued along the wall until we reached another watchman. History repeated itself. Another outpost was ablaze, this one to the south. “Goddammit,” I muttered. The Nazorus were playing more cards, and they were good ones. Goading me, trying to lure me out of my stronghold. It was a good strategy, playing to my need to protect people.  
 
    More shouts. The pattern continued. Smoke and fire filling the sky as outposts in every direction were burned to the ground simultaneously. The attack was well-coordinated, the outposts far enough from each other that each would’ve needed to be attacked separately.  
 
    It was a heinous act that showed off the strength our enemy possessed.  
 
    It left me feeling sick inside.  
 
    Gehn said, “We have to do something.” 
 
    “It’s too late,” I said, hating that I knew I was right. The damage was done. Running out half-cocked now would only put the rest of the city at risk. I needed to respond logically. And currently the best response was none at all. Wait them out.  
 
    I didn’t sleep that night. Instead, I sat on my balcony, watching the outposts burn to the ground until they were just glowing embers in the darkness of the wasteland. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Executions 
 
      
 
    I finally drifted off just as dawn cracked the horizon.  
 
    I awoke to shouts from the street, seeming to pass from one mouth to the next, carrying all the way up to my balcony and into my room.  
 
    I had assumed the Raiders had killed everyone in the outposts when they lit them on fire. I was wrong.  
 
    For some reason, I knew. Not exactly what had happened, only that something horrific had gone down while I slept away the day. Which was why I threw on some clothes and booked it out of my room and down to street level, which was full of people and an uncomfortable buzz. The hubbub was a mix of anger, fear, and outrage. Of the three emotions, the fear was the strongest, though many tried to hide it.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked no one in particular. Simon was nearby and he heard my question and scurried over.  
 
    “The fucking Raiders happened,” he said, a dark edge to his tone. He didn’t usually swear.  
 
    “Tell me,” I said, expecting the worst, and yet hearing the reality which was even more horrific than I could’ve imagined.  
 
    “They’re executing prisoners from the outposts.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s true,” Gehn said, running over. “They have them lined up by the hundreds. Each minute, they kill one.” 
 
    “How many so far?” I growled.  
 
    “Eight,” Gehn said without hesitation. 
 
    Anger cut through me like a knife, both directed at the Raiders and my own people, who didn’t wake me up when it first started. Before I could ask why, however, Gehn cut me off, anticipating the question. “Because they’re baiting you, Cutter. We were afraid you would run out there to try to save them all. But you can’t. We need to fight them on our own turf and use our walls to protect us.” 
 
    “Gehn,” I said, the anger replaced with a deep caring for this woman who cared for me equally in return. “You know I can’t allow this. I can’t.” 
 
    “Cutter, they’ll kill you,” she said, taking me into her arms. Despite her words, I could hear the regret in her tone. She knew me well enough to know exactly what I would do.  
 
    “A lot of people have tried,” I said. “But I’m still here, aren’t I?” I smiled down at her, then turned my head to meet Simon’s eyes. He was watching me carefully.  
 
    “Should I ready the army?” he asked.  
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m going alone.” 
 
    The ninth minute passed and another innocent civilian was murdered by the Nazorus Raiders.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Dead man walking 
 
      
 
    It was game time. I threw back a scotch, checked and rechecked alpha and beta, and then left the relative safety of the walls surrounding Rome, digging my heels into the horse’s sides and setting off at a gallop across the wastelands of the Ends. Heading westward, where the Raiders had the line of prisoners on their knees, tied at the wrists and ankles. As I rode, one of the hostages attempted to stand and break away from the others, a futile escape attempt that lasted all of ten seconds before one of the Raiders aimed and fired, putting a bullet through his spine.  
 
    I felt the pain in my own body—another innocent I was unable to save. I needed to save as many of the rest of them as possible, trade myself for their lives.  
 
    The man’s escape attempt saved someone else’s life, because the Raiders waited two minutes before placing a gun to the next person’s head, a woman with her gray-streaked hair tied up in a bun atop her head. I could see the please on her lips, but she didn’t give it voice—she was far too proud to beg. I respected that. She was my type of person.  
 
    I raised Alpha despite being too far off to hit the broad side of a barn and fired a shot into the air.  
 
    The would-be executioner paused to look in my direction. His eyes met mine and he smiled. 
 
    Then he pulled the trigger, the report echoing across the Ends with a finality that spoke of lost memories. 
 
    I shouted at the top of my lungs, the angry outburst burning my throat, tearing at my insides.  
 
    The woman’s body had slumped to the side and she now lay, lifeless, beside the next prisoner in line, a young girl, no more than fourteen, whose eyes were wide with fear and horror. She said something, and I could read her lips. Mother. 
 
    I wanted to tear each of the Raiders’ hearts from their chests, dig their eyeballs from their sockets with a melon baller, carve up their flesh and prolong their deaths so they could feel all the pain they inflicted on others come back at them a thousand fold. In short, I wanted them to suffer.  
 
    Instead, I charged onward, keeping my aim level on the murderer working his way down the line of prisoners, now stepping next to the young girl. She cowered, crying now, tears streaming down her cheeks and dripping from her chin. Her chest shook as she sobbed.  
 
    I could see the executioner counting down, the numbers on his lips. I cut the distance in half, but was still a longshot away from being able to stop what was coming. Ten, nine, eight… 
 
    I dug my heels into the horse’s sides, urging the beast to go faster than it was even capable of. Five, four, three… 
 
    “Whoa!” I called and the horse responded immediately, kicking up dust as it screeched to a halt. Two, one… 
 
    I fired from an impossible distance for someone with a handgun. Hell, I had just as good a chance of hitting the girl as the man. Or I could kill both of them with a ricochet off a bone or via a through-and-through. Or I might hit nothing at all.  
 
    I didn’t hit nothing at all.  
 
    I hit the executioner square between the eyes as he stared at me just before he pulled his own trigger. It was an impossible shot that I’d just made possible.  
 
    “Fuck you,” I muttered under my breath, a mix of fierce rage and celebration roiling inside of me like a tempest. The little girl screamed and scrambled away on all fours.  
 
    I spurred the horse onwards while the remaining Raiders watched me. This, I knew, was their entire army, spread outwards before me, waiting for mine to meet them in battle on neutral ground. I had other ideas.  
 
    I reached shouting distance. “Who is the leader?” I shouted. I thought of the douchebag back at the prison camp, expecting another pissant like him to come stumbling out from the group.  
 
    A murmur spread across the Raiders, and at first I thought they would just attack. But then, out from the others rode a massive man on horseback. He trotted toward me, unconcerned with the weapons I wielded, despite the shot I had made. There was a cockiness to him that told me he knew I wouldn’t shoot him because it would mean my own death, instantly.  
 
    He stopped before me. He had dark paint around his eyes and a necklace of bones around his neck. He was naked from the waist up, his chest and arms laced with spidery scars and pockmarks that spoke of countless battles, all of which he’d won. “I am Thekanos. You got my message,” he barked. 
 
    Thekanos, I thought. What an asshole. Before all the shit hit the fan, his name was probably Roy. He was probably an ex-con working at a gas station. Now he was the leader of a bloodthirsty clan. “I’m going to kill you,” I said.  
 
    He laughed, a guttural sound that might’ve been the amusement of a grizzly bear. He extended his arms to each side. “Go ahead. Shoot me. Unlike your people, we are not a people who rely on one man alone. If I die, the next in the progression will take my place. I am the eighth clan leader since we started our trek across these barren lands. So, yes, Cutter, kill me.” 
 
    “I plan to. But not like this. Man-to-man. You and me. I win and your army gets the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “And if I win?” 
 
    “My people surrender.” 
 
    He chuckled. “An interesting proposition, but why should I go for it? I have your people right where I want them. If I don’t fight you, I will still win.” 
 
    “Maybe, but there’s always the risk that you won’t. Our city is well-protected and our army well-trained. We weren’t ready for you the first time. Now we are. You will sustain massive casualties, even if you end up taking our city. Or…” I raised a finger in the air. “…you can fight me.” 
 
    He hesitated, which made me smile. For all his talk about me killing him, he didn’t want to die. He saw what I’d done to his executioner.  
 
    I dropped my guns at either side, letting them clatter to the dirt.  
 
    “Just fists,” I said.  
 
    Now he really did smile. He assumed my guns and my ability to wield them with precision was my safety blanket. I used to think that too, but not anymore. If he wanted an old-fashioned street fight, he would get one.  
 
    He dismounted and I did the same. He towered nearly a foot taller than me, his chest so broad I wouldn’t be able to get my arms around him if I tried. He took off his belt, which was fitted with numerous weapons, including two guns and all kinds of sharp-looking instruments of death. I followed his lead. Though I was already gunless, I got rid of my knives, even the hidden one sheathed to my ankle. I tossed them aside and faced him. 
 
    Then he did something completely unexpected.  
 
    He placed his hands at his side and said, “Hit me.” 
 
    I frowned. “What?” 
 
    “I’ll give you the first shot. Make it a good one, and this could be over swiftly.” 
 
    It felt like a trick, but the man showed no outward signs of deception. Plus, I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.  
 
    He pointed to his chin, daring me to sock him.  
 
    Don’t mind if I do. 
 
    I stepped up and swung with everything I had, my knotted fist, crunching into his face. I retracted my hand, staring at it in horror, the pain lancing through my knuckles. I felt like I’d hit a goddamn brick wall.  
 
    He laughed.  
 
    And then attacked.  
 
    His first punch was a feint, aimed high at my face which made me raise both hands to block, opening up my torso. He delivered two thunderous blows to my midsection, knocking the wind completely out of my lungs. 
 
    I fell to my knees, wheezing and gasping for air, while Thekanos stood up straight, laughing. Behind him, his Raiders roared their approval. He wasn’t done. 
 
    He slammed his knee into my nose, blood spewing out like lava from an erupting volcano. I toppled over backwards, landing hard on my tailbone. I felt the pain, but it was like it was someone else’s. People had died because I hadn’t protected them. What was pain next to death? What was my own discomfort when others had lost their lives in my stead? I spat out a glob of blood and pulled myself to my feet, a little staggered, but still standing tall. 
 
    Thekanos raised his eyebrows with grudging respect. “Want more? Good. I was afraid this would be boring.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” I threw another punch. He sidestepped, moving quickly, but I was prepared for it, using his own method against him. When he counterpunched, I danced clear and let him whiff on the body shot, then delivered a thunderous blow to his left eye. 
 
    The towering monster stumbled, so I jumped up and headbutted him in the mouth. The sound of cracking teeth was music to my ears. 
 
    The big bastard fell onto his side. I pounced on him like a cat, holding his head with one hand while I wailed on him with a barrage of punches. Unlike him, I didn’t allow him the chance to recover. Like I’d said, this was a street fight, and fighting fair wasn’t part of the deal. He attempted to shove me off, but I was in kill mode, digging one hand’s fingers into his eye while continuing to punch with the other. His face was turning into pulp, blood splattering, the swelling so intense that his features were almost indistinguishable. It was rather disgusting, but I didn’t care, not at this point.  
 
    While his people watched, I beat him to death.  
 
    When I finally stood up again, I was covered in blood, my face spattered, my fists dripping. “I defeated your leader,” I said. “Time to get the fuck off our lands and never come back.” 
 
    I wasn’t ignorant. I knew the deal I’d made with Thekanos would not be honored by the next in the line of “progression” as he’d called it. I was just buying time. Buying time for a certain tribe to finish their journey to Rome.  
 
    Another man on horseback, not quite as large as Thekanos but with darker, piercing eyes, rode up. “I’ll give you a ten second head start and then I’m going to run you into the ground.” 
 
    “Not nice,” I said. “But okay. Count out loud, please, so I can hear you.” 
 
    What no one had noticed was that I’d been sure to take down Thekanos close to my fallen guns. One of them, Alpha, was now tucked safely in my pants in the small of my back. I turned to run just as this new leader said, “One.” 
 
    I whirled back around, simultaneously drawing Alpha and shooting him in the face. I shouted “Run!” to the hostages and then began firing into the crowd of dumbfounded Raiders.  
 
    All hell pretty much broke loose at that point, because my army charged from the gates of Rome. Yes, I knew that my people were overall safer behind the walls of the city, but these Raiders were too smart to attempt a direct assault now that we were prepared for them. Simon and Gehn had agreed to wait just long enough for me to have my one-on-one fight, but then they’d unleashed the full Roman power. Plus, I had the element of surprise on my hands. I’d seen the signal, the barest wave of a red flag from behind a dune, a few moments earlier. Dysalis, had to be.  
 
    So just as the Raiders recovered their senses and began their charge, chasing me and the fleeing hostages across the wastelands, Dysalis and her Oni burst from out behind the dunes and attacked from the Raiders’ flank. Even as I ran away, I turned back to see an arrow shred through the side of a Raider’s head, entering one cheek and poking from the other.  
 
    More arrows fell amongst the Raiders, and it took them a few moments to realize where they were coming from. It split their group into two as one half veered off to meet the new threat.  
 
    Still, it was a half a chance, which was exactly what we needed.  
 
    I turned, firing at will, emptying Alpha and then turning to run once more, reloading as I went from the bullets in my pockets. I reached my horse and clambered aboard, spurring her onwards. A bullet zinged past, just missing, so I began evasive maneuvers. And then my army surrounded me and I brought the horse around, joining the reverse charge. Vehicles roared at my sides, the reconditioned trucks, their automatic weapons chattering as a hailstorm of bullets were unleashed on our enemy.  
 
    Raiders fell in droves, but their numbers were enormous, much larger than our own. To the north, the Oni’s arrows were useless now, the Raiders having reached them, now locked in hand-to-hand combat. The Oni were fighting fiercely, and I could see Dysalis herself doing battle with two men at a time. She threw a knife into one’s throat and then turned to slash out the throat of another with a second dagger, kicking his lifeless corpse away as he spewed blood from a crimson smile.  
 
    It was bloody and violent. It was war in the Ends, something I’d hoped never to participate in again.  
 
    It was also necessary for survival.  
 
    Against all odds, we were winning, fighting like cornered animals.  
 
    That’s when the tables were turned once more, this time against us.  
 
    There was a sound that was half-thunder, half-roar, the deranged snarl of an unnatural beast that had too-long been caged. In fact, it was caged, a massive prison of iron on wheels, which was now uncovered by its captors to provide a view of a mutated beast ten times larger than a bear. It had an almost humanoid appearance to it, its gray skin leathering and thick, its body muscled like a bodybuilder on ’roids. Its mouth was filled with rows of razor-sharp teeth and its long fingers ended in dagger-like claws. 
 
    It roared through the bars, spittle flying from its maw.  
 
    Gehn was nearby and my eyes met hers, a million thoughts streaming between us, all of them having to do with her vision, which was coming true before our very eyes. I managed a smile at her, because, I knew. This was our destiny, no matter how it turned out. She cocked her head to the side, nodded and then smiled back. 
 
    I turned back to the beast. 
 
    How the Nazorus Raiders had managed to cage such a creature was beyond me. It was damn impressive, and I expected they’d lost many of their number to capture this demon of the Ends.  
 
    Regardless, it was a turn of events that scared the living hell out of me, not because I feared death at its hands, but because it might mean the end of my people.  
 
    I couldn’t have that.  
 
    So, just as three of the Raiders unclasped the bars across the door and hauled it open, I charged right at the beast.  
 
    The creature burst from its haunches and slammed into the inside of the barred door before it was fully open, knocking the three Raiders back onto their asses. It leapt upon them, ripping out their chests, innards flying as it snapped its head back and forth.  
 
    Holy shit. The rest of the Raiders in the vicinity fled, creating a large circle around the creature, which raised its head to take in the growing carnage. Then it attacked again.  
 
    This time it was one of the Romans, a soldier who’d done well to cut his way through the Raiders, killing at will. His path had led him too close to the beast. The beast tore off his head and spit it out, sending it bouncing across the ground. His body remained upright for a second, wavering, and then falling.  
 
    Holy shit, I thought again, still riding in the beast’s direction. The Raiders had been reckless in their bloodlust, capturing and caging a beast they couldn’t hope to control.  
 
    As I rode toward it, I realized I wasn’t alone. A truck careened to my left, driven by Hannah, Adi and Belenie her passengers with Simon and one of his Insurgence members in the back, manning the dual-mounted assault rifles. To my right was Gehn, riding another horse, her fangs bared, her horns glowing. From the right flank came Dysalis, sprinting, daggers flashing at her sides. We were all of us charging headlong at an enemy beyond what any of us, alone, were capable of defeating. But together, maybe there was a chance, albeit a slim one.  
 
    The creature saw us coming and I swear its gray lips curled into a smile.  
 
    Hannah expertly steered the truck left to that Simon and the other guy could target it with their assault rifles. The creature, however, had other plans, leaping impossibly high as the stream of bullets flew harmlessly beneath it. It landed in the truck bed, crushing the Insurgence guy under its feet and mangling the weapon’s barrel with its bare hands. Simon attempted to bring his weapon around, but the creature flashed out a meaty fist and swatted him aside like a pesky gnat. He flew from the back of the truck and landed awkwardly on the ground, rolling to a stop. Unmoving.  
 
    Everything was falling apart at the seams. 
 
    The truck’s tires spun as Hannah realized what was happening. The traction caught and the truck leapt forward, throwing the creature from the back. Hannah whipped the wheel around and performed a full one-eighty, skidding to a stop just long enough for her to shove Adi and Bel out the side. Then she jammed the accelerator.  
 
    Her goal: to ram the beast.  
 
    I tried to wave her off, but she was clearly determined with single-minded focus.  
 
    I saw Bel and Adi running off to find Simon, whose body had been thrown clear in the melee. I could only hope they were still alive and could be assisted by the Ender healer and medic.  
 
    The creature stomped toward Hannah, a weird game of chicken that couldn’t possibly end well.  
 
    Thankfully, Hannah knew this as well. At the last second, she cut hard right, sideswiping the beast’s leg as she passed. There was a crunch and the tail of the truck was dented in, but the damage was minimal and a solid blow had been dealt. The creature howled and clutched at its leg, which was bloody. It came up hobbled, hissing at Hannah in her truck, even as she steered around to take another pass.  
 
    I was still trying to get close to it, but my horse wasn’t as fast as the truck, and I was always one step behind. Dysalis was having the same problem on foot, so I steered the horse close to her and then grabbed her from behind and scooped her up. She swung a leg behind me, just like old times, and we galloped in tandem toward the beast.  
 
    Once more, Hannah tried to steer hard to the side to land another sideswipe, but the beast was learning. It stepped to the side with her and simultaneously pounded down on the hood with both fists. The metal crunched and the windshield exploded. Both front tires blew out and the truck flipped.  
 
    It was like slow motion for a split-second as I saw Hannah go upside down, her body jerked by the seatbelt she’d been wise enough to strap on.  
 
    I held my breath until the truck, somehow and miraculously, landed back on all four tires after completing a full front flip.  
 
    It crashed into a nest of several Raiders, killing them all instantly and grinding to a stop with their corpses stuck in its tires. Smoke poured from the engine beneath the crumpled hood and Hannah opened the door and fell out, blood streaming from a gash in her forehead.  
 
    The beast charged her.  
 
    I angled my horse to intercept, firing off shots from Alpha as we galloped, nicking its bulbous ear with the first and then hitting the back of its head with the next shot.  
 
    That got its attention.  
 
    Which was bad.  
 
    Because a headshot should’ve killed anything. Instead, the shot only glanced off its shield-like skull and pissed it off. At least it bought Hannah some time, and she was able to scramble around the truck, putting it between her and the creature so she could regroup.  
 
    The beast ran toward us, our joint forward momentum closing the gap wickedly fast.  
 
    “Take the reins,” I said, coming up with a crazy plan on the fly.  
 
    “What?” Dysalis hissed. 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    She reached around me and grabbed the leather straps and I kicked my leg high and out to slide behind her, switching positions. Then with my hands on both sides of the horse to steady myself, I carefully rose into a crouch. The bounce of the horse’s gait almost made me lose my balance, but I clutched on for dear life even as Dysalis careened toward the beast, which was twenty feet away. Ten feet. “Cutter!” Dysalis shouted, guiding the horse to the right so we wouldn’t run smack into the creature.  
 
    But I wasn’t listening to her protests because just as it swiped at us with its clawed hand I was exploding from my crouch and jumping as high and as far as I could, grabbing at its shoulder with my outstretched arms, roping my hands around its thick arm, and hanging on for dear life as its follow through threatened to throw me off. Once the momentum lost its power, I jammed the dagger I’d borrowed—okay, stolen—from Dysalis into its skin and then used it as a foothold, shoving up onto the beast’s back.  
 
    Oh, it didn’t like that, not one bit.  
 
    It tried to buck forward to sling me over its head, but I managed to thread my arms around its thick neck and squeeze. One of its claws rose up to slash my skin, but I ignored the pain and the warm throb of blood from the wound, squeezing harder. The only problem: its neck was so thick I couldn’t depress the skin enough to cut off its airflow.  
 
    I knew I needed to get to Alpha, who was back in her holster, but letting go with even one arm could prove disastrous. Still, I had no other choice. The beast would eventually get a hold of me and plunge those Wolverine-like claws through my face. No fun.  
 
    So I held my breath, counted to three, and then released one arm, clutching the creature’s neck with the other arm and grabbing blindly for my gun. She wasn’t there. Had she fallen out when I leapt from the horse? Wait, no, there! In my haste, I’d accidentally holstered her where Beta was normally secured. I drew Alpha, but just as I was bringing her to bear, the creature dropped onto all fours and began bucking like a bronco.  
 
    The first buck wasn’t an issue, my arm roped firmly around its neck. But my body went airborne, which set me up nicely (or not nicely, for me anyway) for the second buck, which punched into my gut and probably broke a rib or three.  
 
    The impact was enough to send me flying from the creature’s back, landing hard on my stomach several feet away. Victorious, the beast roared and turned in my direction, saliva dripping from its maw. Injured but not dead, I raised Alpha and fired. The creature twitched as the bullet penetrated its shoulder. It kept coming. Bam! Another twitch. A chest shot, right where its heart would be if it were a human. But this thing wasn’t human and who knew where its heart was, if it had one at all. Bam! I got it in the throat this time, which should’ve been a kill shot, but which barely slowed it down. Hell, I could see the bullet embedded in its thick neck muscles, having not penetrated all the way in.  
 
    I did, however, manage to piss it off.  
 
    I missed completely with my next shot, because the thing was moving faster now, and was even smart enough to move laterally to make it a smaller target. Luckily, that’s when Gehn and Dysalis showed up, right on cue.  
 
    Gehn leapt on its back from behind, sinking her fangs into its flesh. The bite wouldn’t kill or even hurt a monster as large as this one, but it served to distract it from its dinner—me. Dysalis charged in on horseback, riding past and slashing at its face with a long, curved dagger, opening up its flesh from eye to chin. The creature roared its protest, but Dysalis was already past and its swipe at her caught only air. Gehn, on the other hand, was still on its back, tearing at its flesh with her teeth.  
 
    It reached back over its head and grabbed her, sinking claws deep into her. Then it threw her. Her mouth was open in pain, blood dripping from her lips, as she flew toward me, arms flailing. I caught her in the chest, the wind punching out of me once again. She was slick with blood from the punctures in her back. Worse, she couldn’t seem to move. Because her spine.  
 
    Oh, gods, her spine.  
 
    Her face was that of an angel, despite the blood, despite the inch-long fangs protruding over her bottom lip. Her tail wasn’t moving, like it usually was when it was free to roam. It was just curled listlessly around her form, like a dead snake.  
 
    She was paralyzed. Her eyes met mine and she blinked.  
 
    Deep melancholy threatened to pull me under, but then Gehn blinked again, steel in her eyes, her message conveyed with exactness: Kill that motherfucker! 
 
    It was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do, but I did it for her. I left her lying there, alone and broken. I stood, stalking toward the beast as it was focused on Dysalis and her horse, which had wheeled about to come back for another pass.  
 
    When I was only a few feet away, as point blank as I could get, I shouted, “Hey asshole!” 
 
    The creature turned slowly, as if I was a mere annoyance in the grand scheme of its murderous, blood-lusting life. I shot it in the eye.  
 
    This time, the bullet went all the way in, the darkened sight-giving orb exploding outward and splashing me with sticky wetness. I wasn’t done. I shot the other eye out too.  
 
    Two bullets, both inside its head. Which should’ve killed it, right? 
 
    Of course not. This was the Ends and nothing was easy.  
 
    At least it was blind. Still, it had other senses, and it managed to zone in on me based on the sound my feet made as I backtracked, perhaps. It swiped at me and I ducked, kicking at its knee with my steel-toed boot. The contact was solid and the creature roared Dysalis chose that moment to rejoin the fray, dangling from the side of the horse and shoving the curved dagger directly into the beast’s mouth as it roared in pain. She shoved the blade in so far that her hand disappeared into its maw and then the tip of the weapon emerged from the back of its neck.  
 
    Reflexively, it chomped its mouth closed, taking Dysalis’s hand, which was still gripping the dagger. She recoiled onto her horse, her wrist stump spouting blood.  
 
    The beast roared once more and then choked, blood spewing from its mouth. It sank to its knees, looking dumbfounded, as if it could not understand how a behemoth such as itself could ever be defeated by pissants like us.  
 
    I ran to Dysalis first, because the loss of blood from her wound could be fatal, while Gehn likely wouldn’t die from hers, though she would never walk again. “Here,” I said, ripping off my shirt and stuffing it into the wound to soak up the blood and stem the flow. Next I ripped off her shirt and tied a tourniquet. As I worked, she managed to say, “Jesus, Cutter, buy me dinner first before you rip off my clothes, yeah?”  
 
    It made me laugh because she was a goddamn warrior princess if I ever saw one. Xena eat your heart out!  
 
    “Wait here,” I said. She frowned, but nodded, watching as I left her side to approach the dead creature. In death, it was rubbery-looking, almost like it was a prop on some movie set. I half-expected to find a man encased in a rubbery suit, an actor who was damn good at his job. I pried open the creature’s mouth, which was locked tight in death. The teeth really were razor-sharp and I had to be careful not to lost a finger in the process. Inside was Dysalis’s hand. I tried to pull it out, but it was slick with blood and still attached to the dagger that was embedded in the beast’s neck meat. One finger at a time, I severed her grip on the hilt. Then I brought the hand out, shocked at how light it was just on its own. Despite her strength as a warrior, her fingers were slender and dainty.  
 
    “Need a hand?” I said, hoping the joke wouldn’t fall flat.  
 
    It didn’t. She was a hell of a woman with a hell of a sense of humor. She grabbed it with her intact hand, grinning. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Get somewhere safe,” I said. “Find Belenie.” The Ender healer was the only chance she had of saving her hand. Despite our killing of the creature, the rest of the Raiders were still fighting our army across the plains. Thankfully, Dysalis didn’t argue, rising and sprinting away, surprisingly fast despite her injury and the blood loss.  
 
    Now that the beast was felled, the battle began to inch back in my direction. One Raider turned away from the melee and charged me. I wasn’t in the mood, so I ducked his attempt to remove my head from my neck with a long sword, and then grabbed him from behind, twisting hard to snap his neck with a crunch.  
 
    I located Gehn and ran to her, my head on a swivel. The other Raiders were distracted for the moment with my soldiers, so I fell to my knees and inspected Gehn, who couldn’t even turn her head. Her eyes, however, followed my every movement. “Can you feel this?” I asked, tapping her leg. “One blink for yes, two for no.” 
 
    A blink, then another. Damn.  
 
    “How about this?” I tapped her arm. Two more blinks. Paralyzed from the neck down, then. Again, Bel was her only hope. But how would the healer be able to heal both her and Dysalis? Plus, there would likely be numerous other critical injuries requiring her more immediate attention. I wanted to put Gehn first. If it was my choice and my choice alone, I would have.  
 
    That’s when I noticed Gehn was blinking furiously, trying to get my attention. At first I looked around me sharply, thinking she was warning me, but we were still alone. No, she was trying to tell me something. I looked at her, willing myself to understand. Her face was calm and relaxed. Hell, it was the least anxious as I’d ever seen her. But why?  
 
    It came to me in an instance, the entire course of our relationship spiraling back to that first day, when she’d told me about her vision. This was it. This was how it was supposed to end. Which meant she was content, satisfied. Despite not being able to move, she was, impossibly, happy.  
 
    I kissed her cheek and stood, standing over her, her faithful protector.  
 
    They came in droves, the Raiders. I killed them at will, breaking their bones, making them bleed. Snapping necks. Taking their weapons and using them against them. Killing at will. Ending lives. Sometimes you need to burn the field in order to make new things grow. These men were the worst of the worst, and their deaths would be the fertilizer to support new life.  
 
    When it was over, the killing field was bloodied and corpse-strewn. I gazed across it, searching for the familiar faces of those I loved more than myself. There was Hannah, steadfast and strong. Adi raced from body to body, checking for life, helping those she could. Dysalis cradled Belenie in her arms with both hands. The Ender healer had used everything she had in reserve to save the Oni leader’s hand. It was a sight to behold. Simon was nearby, blood-spattered and chest heaving, exhausted. I nodded in his direction and he nodded back.  
 
    We’d done it. We’d fulfilled Gehn’s vision and eliminated a threat that had turned out to be even bigger than Atticus ever was.  
 
    I took Bel from Dysalis and carried her over to Gehn, laying her beside her so the two could share warmth. Hannah would bring a truck, if any were left undamaged, and we could transport them both back to the city. With luck, perhaps Bel would awaken before it was too late.  
 
    I closed my eyes and painted a future in my mind. A future we’d now have to work damn hard to achieve.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Finale 
 
      
 
    The warm sunlight streamed through my window, finding its way into my bed. Beside me, Hannah’s lithe form stirred, a smile creasing her lips. I leaned over and kissed them and she melted into it. Behind her, Dysalis kissed the back of her bare shoulder, which only made Hannah kiss me harder. It was a distraction, for all three of us. In truth, we were worried about Gehn. Adi had stayed with her throughout the night, just one room over, where both Bel and Gehn were sleeping. She’d promised to bring us news as soon as there was any.  
 
    She hadn’t come as of yet.  
 
    Then, as I kissed, Hannah, the door opened.  
 
    Adi was the first one in, her expression unreadable. “Tell me,” I said, not one to delay news, even the bad kind.  
 
    She sighed, and it looked like defeat. “Bel awoke about eight hours ago.” 
 
    That wasn’t good. If she awoke eight hours ago and had the energy to work her magic on Gehn, we would’ve had the good news long before now.  
 
    Bel entered next, looking refreshed. I frowned. I didn’t understand. If she’d been trying to heal Gehn, why wasn’t she exhausted from the ordeal. Wait. Wait. Eight hours ago. If she’d been trying to heal her eight hours ago, maybe then she was able to pass out and get some rest and wake up, refreshed and herself again.  
 
    But could it be? 
 
    Both Bel and Adi were smiling now and I leapt out of bed, not caring that I wasn’t wearing a scrap of clothing, and launched myself for the door where Gehn was just walking in. Yes, walking. It was perhaps the most beautiful, awe-inspiring sight of my life and I stopped short before I reached her, content to just stare, to take in her perfect form. Her tail, her beautiful tail, switched back and forth behind her. Her smile lit up the room. She looked years younger, like a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  
 
    We met in the middle, hugging each other firmly, feeling the warmth of each other’s bodies. “You,” I said.  
 
    “You,” she replied.  
 
    “No,” Hannah said, from bed. “Us. Come back to bed. All of you.” 
 
    So we did. Clothes were lost in the shuffle. Bodies roamed across bodies. Tongues tasted. Our bodies became one, a celebration of life and passion and us. All of us. We were life now.  
 
    This was the Ends, but it wasn’t the end. Humanity would live on for years to come.  
 
    And we would get things started right the hell now. 
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