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Prologue 

 “It will be very easy to suggest we had nothing to do with it, Mary. That we have no responsibility 

for this tragedy.” 

A very unladylike sound greeted his words. “Those are the words the media has used, Franklyn. 

We are responsible. We are all responsible. Every single one of us. You cannot suggest that it was 

a simple act of God as they have. They rushed us to complete our work, I will agree with that, but 

we could have been more careful in our research. If you are not going to help me, then you are 

against me.” She stared silently at him knowing he couldn’t refute what she’d said. The 

government had rushed their work on the vaccine to stop the spread of the new virulent influenza 

that had swept rapidly across the face of the planet. The side effects had been devastating. 

The sad, resigned look in his eyes told her all that she needed to know, and when he turned 

away to leave the small, government lab they had shared for more years than she had a care to 

remember, he left her with no choice. Tears filled her eyes—making her vision hazy—yet clear 

enough to aim the pistol she lifted.  

“I’m so very sorry Franklyn but I must do this or all will be lost.” She fired before she could 

change her mind. He never turned, though she was certain he had to have heard her words clearly, 

his shoulders had tensed, and his stride had hitched slightly when she had spoken.  

Quickly, she stashed his body in a storage closet, downloaded all the pertinent data onto a small 

portable drive, and fled the laboratory. Knowing they would come for her and kill her as soon as 

they had discovered what she had done.  

But the damaging data had to be preserved. The information that had some possibility of fixing 

what they all had done needed to be kept safe. She wouldn’t allow them to bury it simply to save 

face.  

She wasn’t that cruel. 

To doom all of humanity so a few government officials could come together and smile; shake 

their heads over the tragedy that had swept the world, and pretend to the media that they had no 

idea what had gone wrong. That it had been some sort of naturally ordained disaster, or an act of 

God.  

It wasn’t in her genetic makeup to step back and allow that sort of farce to take place when she 

could put a stop to it.  

But, where to hide the data so that it would be preserved and yet someone trustworthy might 

have a chance of finding it?  

An idea struck her as her car sped away from the lab building and the body of her once beloved 

husband. 

She didn’t have much time. 

 

The news reports that evening were poetically sad. The official statement from the government 

was read by nearly every media outlet on air. The two American scientists who had helped to lead 

the research group that had patented the vaccine for the severe and debilitating new influenza 



5 
 

outbreak—the very vaccine that been deemed a horrendous failure—had both been found dead. 

An apparent case of murder-suicide. No note had been found with the bodies to indicate the reason 

behind the deaths. 

Government officials lamented the loss of two such brilliant minds to such a tragedy. 



6 
 

Chapter 1 

Katherine Wade slipped through the shadows that encompassed the rooftops of the mostly 

abandoned buildings. After a hundred years, the city was crumbling to pieces. Not much happening 

tonight, she thought as the three others who made up her patrol detail followed along behind her 

in the darkness. With a sudden crackle of static, her earpiece jumped to life.  

With a curse, she slapped a hand over her ear and flicked the volume down a notch before she 

spoke. “Damn, Ratter that almost busted my eardrum out.” 

“Sorry babycakes, you need to move and do it now. I got a trio moving quick toward the 

perimeter fence and they have Shadow Bots hot on their asses.” The tone of his voice told her that 

she had no time to argue. 

“Right. We’re moving.” She turned to her crew. “Three heading for the fence. Bots on their 

butts, let’s move.”  

Her right arm extended back over her shoulder and yanked one of her two staffs free from where 

it rested; a simple flick over the panel on the surface extended the shaft to its full length of nearly 

six feet. She ran full out toward the edge of the building, planted the end of the staff, and vaulted 

across to the rooftop opposite, landing in a couch. She never paused, but sprang up immediately, 

heading for the opposite side of the new rooftop, to repeat the process once more.  

Not at all worried that her crew would follow her, they were trained to do it without question.  

Her earpiece crackled to life once more, as she landed in a graceful crouch atop yet another 

building. “Babe, you got incoming Bots. Time to hit the ground or you’ll be spotted. Move that 

pretty little backside of yours.” 

The snort she responded with was clear enough answer for Ratter that she had heard his 

information. No one who knew them would question their method of communication. Their 

constant snipes at one another, Ratter’s little nicknames that he tossed at her, none of them were 

meant to hurt or belittle the other, the verbal swipes each took at the other were all meant in fun. 

A method meant to relieve the stress of the moment during missions.  

Both cherished the other as a good friend, counted on the other in these situations for direction. 

They were loyal to a fault. Neither would ever harm the other.  

Another brush of her thumb over the panel brought the staff down to a shorter length, as she hit 

the edge of the building; she rammed the now shorter, metal tipped, staff into the soft tar rooftop, 

it stuck fast. Without thought Katie flipped her body over the edge of the building, the staff ripped 

free of the point, a cable released allowing her to rappel down the side of the building. She trusted 

the equipment to do its job and it had never failed her or her team. Ratter had built the equipment 

to perform a certain task and it always did what it was built to do.  

When her feet touched the pavement of the alley below she slipped her thumb over the panel 

once again, the cable retracted, pulling the end piece free from the rooftop above. Her fellow 

teammates followed her to the ground. 

In her ear Ratter spoke urgently, “Come on babe haul ass, those Bots are gaining on you, and 

our three new friends are nearly to the fence.” 
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With a muttered curse, she spun and took off running, dodging through the twisting alleyways, 

until she hit the sidewalk out in front of the mostly deserted buildings. She knew being out in the 

open could put them in the direct path of both the Shadow Bots and the Enforcers who patrolled 

the city streets, but she had little choice. Running through the twisting back alleys of the city would 

waste time they didn’t have at the moment.  

If the trio of runners they were trying to stop from jumping the fence made the border before 

they could catch them, it would be a disaster.  

“They’ve cleared the buildings. Only thing keeping them from jumping border is the Bots,” 

Ratter informed her loudly and rather obnoxiously.  

“I hear you, now shut the hell up, and let us concentrate.”  

The last building on the block was just ahead. As she neared it, she slowed, creeping to a stop 

near the corner. If they barreled around the corner, the Bots would fry them. Katie tilted her head 

and peered around the corner to take in the situation. She quickly assessed the scene before turning 

to the other three members of her squad.    

“Three humans, about twenty or so feet out from the border fence. One male, two females 

standing directly behind him. He appears to be armed with only a length of metal pipe. We’ve got 

six Shadow Bots to deal with. Are you ready?” 

David, her second in command gave her a cocky grin. “Always ready Katie. Let’s go kick some 

metal ass.” 

“David, take it down a notch.” 

He rolled his shoulders, cleared the grin from his face, and gave her a curt nod once he’d backed 

off the excess energy racing through his body. “Ready boss lady.”  

She returned the nod. They were all business now. She reached back and jerked the second staff 

from its sheath on her back. A simple flick of her thumbs had both staffs at the ready. Full length, 

now tipped with sharp metal points. They had become lethal weapons. 

 

Micah looked beyond the Shadow Bots to the group of soldiers as they charged around the 

corner of the building toward where he stood with his sister and Kelsey. When they had first 

appeared, he feared they were Enforcers coming to the aide of the Shadow Bots. As they drew 

closer, he recognized the plain, dark uniforms they wore. They were part of the Rebel army that 

opposed the man who called himself President.  

A blast from the Shadow Bot in front of him sizzled up the pipe he held in his right hand 

reclaiming his attention. His jaw clenched in response, but he held firm to the pipe and glared a 

challenge at the hunk of metal that hovered in the air before him, as its metallic voice spoke to 

him. Repeating its continual message, “Surrender or die traitor.” 

He sent a glare at the hovering security robot, a useless endeavor since the robots had only heat 

sensors and not eyes. They were only simple mechanical beings programmed for a single purpose, 

hunt down the humans they were sent after. Micah was in no mood to get into a fight with a hunk 

of scrap no bigger than a stray tomcat. The small, slightly oval shaped Shadow Bots—called such 
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because they were painted a dull flat black color—zipped through the city in search of anyone who 

had broken the laws. 

“I’m not the traitor you useless hunk of scrap metal!” he shouted at the Bot as another white-

hot blast shot from the thing connecting with the metal pipe. If he had any significant feeling in 

his hands, he would be screaming in pain. As it was, he felt the blast as it hit the nerves in the rest 

of his body and it took all he had not to fall to his knees and scream like a child.  

Where the Rebel soldiers engaged the rest of the Shadow Bots in battle several feet from where 

he stood, he could see progress being made against the Bots. The woman who appeared to be in 

charge of the small group of soldiers, planted one of her staffs into the soft ground, and used it as 

an anchor. She held fast to it with one hand, launched her legs into the air, and kicked out at a Bot 

sending it crashing to the ground, where she impaled it with her other staff. The Bot’s lights 

flickered briefly before going dim.  

The woman fought with impressive skill, despite her size. Micah was a little over six foot; she 

couldn’t be over five three. Slim, but she had to have amazing upper body strength to pull off that 

move. He watched her twirl a staff around, knock a Bot out of the air and stab the thing before it 

hit the ground, all the while her deep blond hair flew about her head. How did she see with all that 

hair flying about? He found himself wondering what color her eyes were. 

The Bot before him took advantage of his momentary distraction, taking aim not at the hand 

holding his makeshift weapon this time but at his heart. “Micah, look out!” It was his sister, Kasey, 

who called out the warning. Nearly too late to be effective.  

He twisted and raised the pipe, catching the blast and letting it sizzle into his nearly useless 

hand. The breath hissed out between his teeth as he locked his jaw to keep the pain in and prevent 

his fingers from releasing his grip on the pipe. That’s what he got for watching the pretty girl 

instead of keeping his own ass covered. 

One of the men jabbed the hovering Bot with his staff, ending the stalemate, and terminating 

the metal beast. He grinned cheekily at Micah. “Well, that was pretty impressive. Never seen 

anyone take a shot like that from a Bot and remain standing. Much less more than one. Either 

you’re a badass or masochist or a little bit of both.” He held out his hand. “David Simm.” 

Micah looked between the hand David held out and the other three Rebel soldiers as they 

crowded around. “Thanks for the assist, we appreciate it. As much as I’d like to stay and chat, we 

need to go before more Bots arrive or the Enforcers do.” He gave David’s hand a quick shake 

before he turned away, heading for the fence.  

The fence that surrounded the city—the one that was supposedly for the safety of the citizens—

was chain link and twenty feet tall. And probably the only thing in the city that was properly 

maintained. Beyond it was a wasteland of desert, between the few sparsely populated cities that 

still inhabited the planet. It was a place no one had gone into on foot and ever returned to tell a tale 

of what lay beyond the city limits. The Enforcers who “kept the peace” for the government 

certainly weren’t going to tell the truth of what lay beyond the perimeter fence in that vast 

wasteland.  



9 
 

But what lay beyond it couldn’t be much worse that what lay inside it. Micah was willing to 

take his chances outside the fence. The blond woman’s voice pulled him up short. “Where do you 

think you’re going?” 

He glanced over his shoulder at her and didn’t spare her on the sarcasm when he spoke. “Over 

the fence genius, where does it look like I’m going?” He’d picked the fence because he had no 

desire to head in the other direction and hit the ocean that bordered the opposite end of the city.   

Katie shot David a death glare when he snickered at the man’s response. She bent and picked 

up a rock and heaved it over the fence. Nothing happened when it struck the ground on the opposite 

side and rolled gently to a stop. She grumbled when the man arched an eyebrow at her in question. 

Searching the ground for a slightly larger rock, she found one, picked it up, and launched it over 

the fence.  

She gave him a satisfied smile when it hit one of the landmines outside the fence and sent debris 

skyward. The things radiated out from the perimeter for ten feet and the pattern was random. There 

was no possible way to tell where they were placed. “Still want to go over that fence, genius?” 

Micah stared at the small crater where the rock had hit. No, he didn’t want to go over the fence. 

He turned away from the barrier that had singled freedom only a few seconds ago. He cursed and 

pulled a hand down over his face. Maybe he should have chosen the friggin’ ocean instead. “Shit, 

I should have gone the other way.” 

She arched her eyebrows at him. “You know how to drive a boat?” 

He swallowed the curse that he wanted to hurl at her. “No, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t 

figure it out.” He wasn’t about to inform her exactly how mechanically inclined he was. 

“Right and you would be able to get past both the harbor patrol and what lurks just outside the 

break wall that guards the harbor?” 

Micah wasn’t certain he really wanted to know what was outside the harbor, yet he found 

himself asking her anyway. “What’s outside the harbor?” 

The corners of her lips kicked up into a half smile. “Something delightfully similar to what’s 

outside the fence.” 

He glanced back over his shoulder to the crater the landmine had created. The cities were far 

apart across the desert out there, he’d figured going by land would be easier than by water though. 

Now he knew they were pretty well trapped inside the city because of the explosives, unless they 

went out through the main gate, which wasn’t going to happen since it was guarded by the 

Enforcers.  

He raked his fingers through his hair in frustration. The fence kept them trapped as effectively 

as the ocean inside a city he couldn’t even put a name to. No one knew the name any longer—no 

one could name any of the cities on the planet—the only city anyone bothered to put a name to 

would be the one everyone called the Capital, where the President resided. After all, why name 

your home city when you couldn’t leave it? There was no reason to name something when there 

was no one to tell the name to, no one to tell about your home. 

“Right. So now what?” he asked the woman. 
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“You come with us before the Enforcers get here or you go over the fence and you die. Your 

choice really.” She stared at him while waiting for his decision as if she could really care less what 

he decided. 

Micah looked at Kasey and Kelsey. Both girls moved to stand by his side, a subtle signal to him 

that they would follow him, whatever he decided. With a tiny muttered curse, he swept a hand out 

in front of him toward the small group of Rebels. “Fine. Lead on.” 

Katie turned away from him. Stopped and looked back at her group briefly to give them orders. 

“Raymond, Kaylyn, I need you two to stay at the back and cover them from behind. Dave you’re 

up front with me.” Her gaze fell on him and the girls. He still couldn’t discern the color of her 

eyes; her face fell into the shadows beside the building, but when she spoke her voice held a quick 

snap that told him she meant business. “You three are in the middle. Anyone falls behind we aren’t 

coming back for you.” She turned away from them and started running, heading back to take them 

to the building that housed the operations and home of the Rebellion. 
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Chapter 2 

They hit the alley outside the building that housed the Rebellion without running into any 

further problems. Katie pointed to the metal ladder than ran up the side of the building to the roof. 

“Up it now. Move.” 

Kaylyn and Raymond scrambled up the ladder quickly, disappearing over the top of the building 

onto the roof. Micah watched them, he turned to say something to their commander, but she had 

turned away and crossed the alley, her hand cupped over ear as if she were listening to something.  

David grabbed his arm and propelled him toward the ladder. “Go, come on.”  

Micah looked up. Kasey and Kelsey were both nearly to the top of the ladder already.  

“David, get up there now! Ratter says we’ve got Enforcers incoming! Get them inside the 

building!” Katie screamed at them across the alley.  

David swore as he shoved Micah at the ladder again. “Go!” He waited until Micah started up 

the ladder before turning to Katie. “I’ll stay and help you.” 

“No! That’s an order! I want you to get them inside!” she shouted at him. 

With a curse, he turned back to the ladder, pulling his body up and out of sight. He nearly 

collided with Micah as he came up over the top. “Where is she?” 

David glared at him. “She said to get inside. She’s going to hold them off.”  

Micah turned to follow him and then stopped, glancing back over his shoulder. They wouldn’t 

send a small group of Enforcers. He and his sisters had tried to escape the perimeter fence. And if 

they had gotten a read on who he was somehow, it would be even worse. He glanced down at his 

left wrist. He pulled on his sleeve self-consciously, even though he knew his wrist was always 

covered. It was doubtful they knew who he was. No one knew who he was except for Kasey and 

Kelsey. 

Muttering beneath his breath, he turned and sprinted back to the ladder. Below he could see her, 

staff out, fighting off a group of at least a dozen Enforcers. She was good. But was she that good? 

Micah doubted it. He swung his body out over the side of the building, he wrapped his fingers 

around the metal rails of the ladder, the leather of the gloves he wore were thick. He braced the 

soles of his boots against the metal rails and slid all the way down to the ground quickly. When he 

hit bottom he was thankful for the fact that he had very little to no feeling in his hands and fingers, 

because what he had just done—regardless of the thick leather gloves he wore—would have hurt 

like a bitch otherwise. 

He snatched the pipe off the ground from where he had tossed it before climbing the ladder 

earlier, lunged forward, and smashed in the skull of an Enforcer who had slipped up behind the 

Rebel leader. He spun and put his back to hers, ready to help her fend off the attacking Enforcers. 

As a rule, they sent in the Shadow Bots first. The Bots were disposable. The hovering, mindless, 

robots were tireless and they would hound their prey until they cornered and captured them. It was 

so much easier to send in the hunks of metal than to waste good soldiers running down lawbreakers.  
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The Enforcers, the government’s foot soldiers, were only sent in when the Bots failed. Rarely 

did the Bots fail. They could go all night when a human couldn’t and the electrical bolts they fired 

would lay a person flat instantly.  

Simple and easy patrol and capture. It worked well in the mostly empty cities. 

Micah’s pipe swung in an arc, connecting with the shoulder of an Enforcer who thought he 

could slip up on the left and get under his guard. The pipe came around and struck before the man 

could dodge it, Micah heard the distinctive crack of bone shattering. The Shock Baton the man 

held slipped from his now slack grip and clattered to the pavement.  

Those damn batons were deadly, more so than the blasts from the Bots, Micah was glad to see 

it roll far from him and alight beneath a dumpster. A quick shock from a baton would stun you, if 

an Enforcer held it in place for longer it would render the victim unconscious, any longer than that, 

death. Most Enforcers preferred to carry the batons to older weapons, like projectile weapons such 

as guns or other things like swords and knives. However, there were still some traditionalists left 

and you ran across them at times. 

His grip on the pipe loosened a bit and he concentrated hard to keep his grip. Damn his fucking 

useless hands.  

Momentarily in the clear, he risked a glance over his shoulder; his eyes darted around the 

darkened alley. Seven left. As his eyes finished bouncing around the remaining soldiers for the 

count, the Rebel leader dropped another Enforcer with a gut wrenching kick to the man’s groin. 

Micah winced in sympathy for the man. He might be an enemy, but no man could witness a 

kick that fierce and not feel for a brother. Damn, the woman was dangerous. He would have to 

remember not to cross her if he wanted to keep his manly parts intact.  

The remaining Enforcers turned tail and fled the alley. Micah was glad for that fact. It had taken 

a good deal of his concentration to continue to force his fingers not to release their grip on the pipe. 

Physically, he was about done for the day. Hell who was he kidding, he was done for all the way 

around, physically, mentally, he was ready to call it quits.   

His companion for the moment was not. She turned on him the second the last Enforcer 

disappeared from view. “I told you to get inside!” 

“And if I had, you’d be dead right now. You’re welcome by the way.” 

“How I handle things is not for you to decide! When I say ‘get your ass inside’, you get your 

ass inside! Do you see anyone else out here disobeying that order?” she snapped at him angrily, 

blue-gray eyes shooting angry fire at him. 

“No. I don’t. Maybe there’s a reason for that. Maybe no one gives a shit if you live. My 

mistake.” He gestured toward the ladder. “After you ma’am,” he answered as he tossed the pipe 

aside. 

She snorted and shoved past him. “Smart ass.” 

Micah smirked but made no reply. He did take in the view as she climbed the ladder, however. 

A mistake that he wouldn’t repeat when he nearly fell from the ladder as he followed her up. 

Removing his eyes from the woman’s perfect rear end, he concentrated on wrapping his numb 

fingers around the rungs of the ladder and making it to the top in one piece.  
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When he finally climbed over the edge of the building, she stood there waiting for him. “Let’s 

go slow poke.” She turned away and dropped down into a trapdoor in the roof. 

Micah sprinted across the rooftop and dropped down after her. He wasn’t about to explain to 

her what had taken him so long to make it up the ladder. The room below the trapdoor was dark, 

yet is wasn’t completely black inside. He could just make out the others inside the room. The 

woman reached over and yanked hard on a rope attached to the door, slamming it shut, and locking 

it. As soon as the door closed, a dim light clicked on automatically.   

“Right. That does it everyone who is supposed to be in for the night is in.” She went and put 

her hand against some sort of panel on the wall. It lit, scanning over her hand before lighting green 

briefly and then red. A computerized, female voice spoke cheerily from the panel, “Lock down 

initialized. Thank you, Katherine.” 

“Fancy. And here I was under the impression the Rebel army was a bunch of unorganized 

buffoons running around with torches and broomsticks.” 

Katherine glared at him. “That is exactly what the government wants everyone to believe. 

Congrats on being stupid enough to buy their garbage.” She went to the only door in the room and 

pulled it open. 

“Let’s head down and give Ulysses a report and then we can get these three settled in.” She 

turned away and started down the corridor. David beside her. Micah, with Kelsey and Kasey 

crowded in on either side of him next, followed by Raymond and Kaylyn.  

Katherine led them down to the end of the long hallway to a stairwell where the door had been 

removed. Micah surmised that they had removed the door to make it easier to utilize what had 

been an exit stairway in the old apartment building. He figured the elevator was probably not 

operational.  

They tromped down to the first floor, damn good thing this was only a six-story building. Katie 

led them over to a door a short distance from the stairwell; she didn’t bother to knock, simply 

opened the door, and walked inside.   

Micah noted that the room had once been a large apartment, but at some point, it had been 

gutted and turned into what appeared to be a conference room, if one judged it by the large table 

in the center of the room. The maps covering the walls and the few desks shoved up against one 

wall, all of which indicated a lot of the business that concerned the Rebellion’s efforts against the 

government went on in this particular room.  

A man sat at the table studying a stack of papers, he looked up at them as they entered the room, 

stacked the papers neatly and set them aside, laying his pen carefully across the top of the stack. 

He twined his fingers together, set his hands on the table, and looked expectantly at Katherine as 

they crowded around the table.  

He was older; gray peppered his dark hair and beard. Crow’s feet crinkled at the corners of his 

eyes. Despite these signs of age, Micah couldn’t tag him with a number, the man’s arms flexed 

with muscle; his belly was trim, flat, and muscled as well. He showed signs of being a soldier. 

Making it hard to tell his exact age. Micah was putting him somewhere in his forties, but he was 

being conservative. The man could quite possibly be older. 



14 
 

“Ulysses, I can assume that Ratter informed you about our unexpected mission tonight?” she 

asked him.  

He gave a brief nod. “He did.” His glance skidded briefly over to Micah, Kasey, and Kelsey, 

before going back to Katie. 

“We managed to bring back these three before they got past the fence. No one was injured or 

lost.” 

Ulysses smiled at her. “Very well done Katie.” He looked past her to the others. “Raymond, 

Kaylyn, you are both dismissed for the evening.” The two nodded, glanced briefly at Katherine 

got a nod from her as well, and took their leave. Ulysses sat back in his chair, folded his hands 

over his stomach, and stared silently at Micah. 

It didn’t take long for the silence to wear on Micah’s nerves. “So, now what? Are we prisoners 

here?” 

Ulysses chuckled. “No. You have a decision to make. Either you can remain here with us or 

you can leave. We don’t force anyone to join us. It isn’t our way.” 

“And if we stay?” 

Ulysses sat forward once more in his seat, his look serious. “We find a place for you here.” 

“A place meaning in your army. No thank you, I don’t fight.” Micah turned toward the door.  

“No son, we find you a place where you are comfortable. If you don’t want to fight you don’t 

have to.” 

Micah turned back to face Ulysses, unsure if he believed the man or not. The security they 

might find by staying here would be a welcome change. He could probably relax here; he wouldn’t 

have to worry as much about whether Kasey and Kelsey were safe. About whether or not he could 

protect them. Unconsciously his fingers curled inward, hands tightening into fists. When he 

realized what he’d done, he forced his hands to relax. 

If Katie hadn’t been watching the trio closely for their reactions, she would have missed it, but 

she saw the way the man’s hands curled into fists. She frowned as she continued to watch him; he 

seemed almost disturbed by the reaction and he made a concentrated effort to straighten his fingers 

and flatten his hands against his thighs.  

Had it been a conscious action on his part? Aggressive? Did he feel threatened at the thought 

of being here?  

The actions of the two teenage girls that were with him were more baffling to her. If they were 

related to him, their behavior was odd. Whenever she had been frightened as a child, she’d always 

held her father’s hand tightly. Still did on occasion. But the two girls stood close to the man’s side 

and they held tight, each one, to one of his wrists. Odd indeed. Why wouldn’t they hold his hands 

if they were frightened?  

“I’m not sure what exactly I can do for you,” Micah said honestly. 

Ulysses smiled at him warmly. “We’ll find something I’m sure. Let’s not worry about it tonight, 

shall we? Katie and David will show you about, get you settled, and we can worry about it 

tomorrow.” He shooed them out the door. 
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Katie pulled the door shut and gave him and the two girls a small smile. “Well, I suppose first 

off we’ll need to know your names.” 

“Micah Katsaros, my sister Kasey, and her best friend Kelsey Schell. I want no one to make 

any mistakes however about my relationship to Kelsey, she is as close to me as Kasey, she may as 

well be my sister, and I will protect her as fiercely.”  

The look in his eyes told Katie only one thing, he’d die for both of them. The two girls were 

the only family he had left and he would protect them to the ends of the Earth if necessary. A tiny 

shudder passed down her spine. Micah Katsaros would not be a man to cross. 

She smiled at him in what she hoped was a reassuring manner. “Don’t worry you’re all safe 

here. You’ve already met David. I’m Katherine Wade. David can give you a quick tour and maybe 

figure out where you might fit in and I’ll take your sisters around and give them a tour.” She made 

sure she stressed the fact that both girls were his sisters, no sense distinguishing between the two, 

since he didn’t seem to. It would set a tone right away and hopefully make him more comfortable. 

David, who had been slouched against the wall, shoved himself upright and smirked at her 

knowingly before looking at Kelsey and Kasey. “How old are you girls?” 

“Sixteen,” they answered simultaneously.  

David chuckled, while they both giggled and blushed.  

Micah, who was surprised at the way his sisters were reacting to the man, growled—and would 

have stepped forward to beat the older teen to within an inch of his life—but Katie placed a 

restraining hand on his arm preventing him from moving forward. He glowered down at her. She 

smiled and tilted her head in Dave’s direction as if she were telling him to listen to what he had to 

say. 

“Hmmm, sixteen.” He glanced at Katie. “Why don’t you give Micah the grand tour, I’ll show 

the girls around. I can introduce them to Evan and some of his friends. Might be better, they won’t 

feel so out of place if they meet a few friends closer to their own age.” He gave the girls a wink. 

Katie had no desire to be stuck with Micah, but she knew David was right; the girls would be 

more comfortable if he showed them around and introduced them to his brother and some of his 

friends. “That’s a good idea, go ahead.” She waved him away. 

David smirked, rubbed his hands together, and turned to the girls. “Well then, shall we?” 

Kasey and Kelsey smiled up at him, giggled, and bobbed their heads in agreement. Dave turned 

and gestured down the corridor. When they fell into step with him, he flung an arm over each of 

their shoulders and launched into a speech about the classes some of the other teens were currently 

taking, throwing in an explanation about his little brother while he was at it. 

As they headed off down the hallway, Katie took in Micah’s scowl, which was directed at 

David’s back. Well now, if looks could kill, David would be in serious trouble. “Relax, will you? 

They are perfectly safe with Dave.” 

“Why do I doubt that?” he grumbled. 

“Because you are male and you are currently debating exactly what it is David has on his mind 

at the moment. You can trust me Micah, David won’t hurt them. Oh, he’ll flirt, tease, and generally, 

he’ll act like a huge ass, but he won’t hurt them in any way. Trust me.” 
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He blew out a breath, nodded, and let out the tension that had invaded his body. “If he does, it’s 

on your head.” 

“Agreed. Ready for your tour?” After securing his agreement, she turned and led him off toward 

the front of the building. 
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Chapter 3 

As they moved down the hallway toward the front of the building, Katie tried desperately not 

to notice how much space Micah took up as he walked beside her.  

When they had been fighting in the alley, she had admired his strength and abilities. Now? She 

was realizing how small she was in comparison to that strength. Not that she was dainty by any 

stretch of the imagination. Standing next to this man made her feel as fragile as porcelain.  

Again, it was relative; Micah wasn’t a giant he just seemed that way to her. He gave off this 

aura of Fuck-with-me-and-die. Yet, he seemed vulnerable as well underneath that. God, her mind 

was playing games with her. The man she saw fighting in that alley was far from vulnerable. He’d 

smashed and bashed through the Enforcers with a skill very few men possessed.  

She studied him from beneath her lashes. Nope. Not a giant. Six one, perhaps a tiny stretch to 

reach six two. He had muscle through his shoulders and chest, indicating he did a lot of heavy 

lifting or work with his upper body. She followed the line of those broad shoulders and chest down 

to a narrow waist, flat belly; she blushed and dragged her gaze away before she reached any lower 

on his anatomy. Well, his legs were heavily muscled as well. She’d managed to catch that before 

looking away. 

She gave him a bright sort of smile as they stopped beside the large arch that had been carved 

out of what used to be the entrance to one of the front most apartments.  

Micah propped a hand against the doorjamb and leaned forward to look inside. “Impressive. 

How did you manage to acquire all this stuff?” 

“This is our general store. It’s available for everyone who lives here. Everything you see inside 

comes from the squads that patrol the city on behalf of the Rebellion. Anything found must be 

turned into the store. For the most part.” She waved a hand around at the apartment turned store. 

Shelving units had been dragged in and people were milling about the aisles. It looked like what a 

small neighborhood store years ago might have, with families browsing the merchandise. 

His left eyebrow arched. “Most part?” 

She tried not to notice how sexy that little gesture of his was, whether he was aware of it or not. 

“If someone wishes to keep something they’ve found they can petition my father for the right to 

keep it.” 

Both eyebrows shot up this time. “Father?” 

“Ulysses is my father.” She didn’t want to get into explanations about family relations at the 

moment. 

A nod. Then, “So this is all simply here for everyone to come and take what they please?” He 

saw a computer on the front counter where a clerk stood but nothing that appeared to be a cash 

drawer. 

“No. Everyone here, at least one person in each family, has a job for the Rebellion. For that job, 

they earn points, which they can use to spend in the store. Ratter, our Tech, keeps a computer 

record of everyone’s points which the store can access.” She indicated the computer on the counter.  
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“Ah, the reason your father said we needed to find a place for me,” he replied, suddenly feeling 

rather desperate for his old life. The life he had led before his hands had become two useless 

appendages at the ends of his arms.  

At least they had a Tech, he wondered where the guy was. He hadn’t been in the conference 

room with Katie’s father. Did he have his own computer room? Micah knew those in the Tech or 

technology field were sometimes a little standoffish, some considered themselves better than 

everyone else because they were good with technology. His parents had been tagged as Techs, but 

they had been good people, he rubbed at his left wrist. 

“Yes. Most men train to become soldiers. Since you don’t want to fight we’ll just have to find 

someplace else for you to fit in.” She shrugged and turned to cross to a similar arch across the hall.  

Micah frowned at the array of tables and the smell of fried food.  

Katie tried to ignore the arched eyebrow as Micah looked at her questioningly. “This is Hank’s 

place. Hank loves to cook. We added the restaurant for those few who either can’t cook, have days 

they don’t want to bother with it, or can’t cope with what it takes to put a meal together.”  

Micah’s gaze shifted around the room. “I think I just found where I fit in.” 

“You cook?” 

“Not exceptionally well. No. I am pretty good with my hands though.” He managed to keep the 

grimace off his face when he said those last words. “This place is in need of more than a fresh coat 

of paint. It needs major repairs. When was the last time anyone fixed anything around here?” 

Her hackles rose. What right did he have to judge? Running things around here wasn’t exactly 

easy. Finding parts for anything even less so. He should know that, the government had made 

things difficult. “We don’t have much time for cosmetic face-lifts. We’re more concerned with 

keeping people alive.” 

He was amused by her defensive tone. “I’m not trying to offend anyone. However, this place is 

one spark away from a marshmallow roast.” 

Startled by his words Katie’s eyes flickered uneasily back to stare at the restaurant. “What do 

you mean?” 

His arm came up and he began pointing and talking. “The tiles on the ceiling near—as well as 

what I can see inside of—the kitchen are all coated in grease. Fire hazard. I’m sure the hood above 

the stove is just as bad, though I can’t see it from here. The paint on the rest of ceiling is chipping, 

not a fire hazard, but not something people want to eat. There’s enough dust clinging to things to 

be hazardous in both a fire and to one’s health. The spider webs need to be cleaned out; we don’t 

want any creepy crawlies in the food, either. Shall I go on?” 

“No. No, I think that’s fine.” Katie felt a bit sick to her stomach. How could she not have noticed 

these things? They were all a danger to her people. 

“Also, looks like Hank could use a bus boy,” he added with a grin that took his features from 

the harsh angles she’d gotten used to in the short time she’d known him to almost boyish. He really 

should smile more often. 

Katie felt a smile tug at her lips, but resisted the urge to let it free. The man had just told her 

how negligent she had been with the safety of her people; she wasn’t ready to smile just yet. “I’ll 



19 
 

let Hank know you’ll be joining his staff. I’m sure he’ll be pleased to see the place hammered back 

into shape. For tonight let’s finish the tour and get you up to your apartment for some rest.” 

She saw Micah cast one last glance over the small restaurant as if he were making a mental list 

of the things he’d like to work on first. She pointed out the myriad of doorways that lined the hall 

as they made their way back down the corridor; all the doors had been removed for easy access 

into the rooms. “These rooms are our classrooms. We teach everything from reading and writing, 

to arithmetic and a smattering of history. And everyone learns self defense, no exceptions.” 

“That’s a given in this day and age. If you thought I’d object to Kasey and Kelsey learning to 

defend themselves then you’re wrong. They both already know how to fight. Although, I can’t 

take credit for that. Kelsey’s father was the soldier, not me.” 

Surprise. That’s what she felt. He was correct; she’d expected an objection from him about the 

self-defense classes. He seemed so over protective of Kasey and Kelsey that she’d expected him 

to coddle them. “Did her father teach you how to fight as well?” 

A nod. Nothing more.  

“Right. Moving on.” Farther down the hall, she stopped at the door to the conference room. Her 

hand waved at a heavy steel door directly across from it, though she seemed to be avoiding looking 

directly at the door. 

“Head on down to the basement and go introduce yourself to Ratter our Tech. I need to check 

with my father and see if your apartment is ready.” 

As he shoved open the basement door, Micah saw her spin away. Before she did, he noticed 

that her pupils were dilated by fear and there was a fine sheen of sweat beading her brow. Why 

would she fear the basement? It wasn’t the man she’d called Ratter she feared, she’d spoken his 

name without fear, or any of the accompanying tells that she was giving off now as he cracked 

open the door and headed down into the basement.   

He shook his head and turned away. Not his problem or his business. He clomped down the 

stairs, his heavy boots giving the man who dwelled in the bowels of the building plenty of warning 

that he had a visitor.  

Micah stopped at the bottom of the stairs, taking in the space. He’d expected something; well, 

less basement-like. If the man spent most of his time tinkering away down here, Micah would have 

thought he would have made more of an effort to spruce the space up. 

Part of the space had been walled off to create a small apartment, but it was still basically a 

basement. Cinder block walls painted a bright white, to match the walls that had been built to 

create the small apartment space, all of it screamed basement, despite the white paint that had been 

splashed onto the walls. The floor was still your basic cement gray. In front of him against the wall 

to his left, a man sat on a wheeled desk chair, a bank of computers spread out over two tables set 

into an L shape before him. The screens flashed through a series of what appeared to be security 

cameras. 

To Micah’s right, against the far wall, was a longer table strewn with what appeared to be Mech 

projects in progress, computers showing blueprints rotating 360°. So their Tech was also a Mech, 

Micah thought as he eyed the mechanical projects on the table. Off to the right of that table or what 
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would be considered to the back around to the side and then behind the staircase appeared to be 

some shelves with tools and parts on them. 

Closer to him was yet another table, this one set more into the center of the room, so one could 

walk around it and study the object spread across its surface. Micah’s eyes were drawn to the items 

on the table despite the cramping in his gut and the urge to flee the basement. He didn’t want to be 

anywhere near the items that table contained. Most of which he was intimately familiar with. He 

was prevented from a quick departure by the man in the chair. 

“As I live and breathe it is Superman come to life. Welcome to Earth my man. That was some 

show you put on out there.” 

Micah scowled at the man as he sat there, slouched back in his little wheeled chair with a small 

irritating smirk on his face. “I am not Superman. I am just a man, nothing more. I fought to keep 

my sisters alive. Do you have anything intelligent to say or can I leave?” 

Ratter chuckled. “I like you already, nearly everyone comes down here all wide eyed and in 

awe. They hear the word Tech and get all frightened of my so-called genius.” He rolled his eyes 

toward the ceiling as he shoved the chair away from the computer-laden table and rose from it. 

“Genius is relative. It lasts only as long as you can function to use it,” Micah answered, his 

voice tight. 

“Definitely like you man. You are much more than a soldier.” Ratter moved away from the 

table slowly. 

Micah’s brows drew together as he watched the man’s uneven gait. His right leg was badly 

twisted, causing him to limp and shuffle across the room. “You’re not just a Tech though, are you? 

You’re a Mech also.” 

“Stop it man or I might ask you to marry me. Your intelligence is a total turn on.”  

The large grin on his face told Micah he was joking. It was obvious Ratter rather enjoyed his 

humor or was it sarcasm. Micah wondered if he used the jokes to distract people from his disfigured 

leg. “Let’s just say I’m rather observant and leave it at that. I’m also not in the market for a bride.” 

“Who said I’d be the bride there handsome?” Ratter quipped with a smirk as he leaned against 

the table that contained the objects Micah would rather not focus on.  

“You always this annoying?” 

Ratter shrugged. “Mostly. So now Mr. Info Vacuum, shall we have a little test?” 

“Info Vacuum?” 

“Well you just keep sucking information right outta me.” Ratter chuckled and picked up a small, 

metallic ball from the table. He held it gently in his hand. “It’s obvious you can fight. You’re 

observant. You recognize Mech the second you see it. So my new best bud, what’s this?” His arm 

snapped out and he flung the ball at Micah. 

Without a thought, his own hand flashed out and he snatched the ball out of the air, glad that 

his hand had followed orders and clenched around the object. “You should be careful what you 

throw at people, if this had been armed it would have leveled the entire building.” 

The grin Ratter leveled on him told Micah he’d made a major mistake. Thing was, he knew 

exactly the mistake he’d made. Sna-fucking-fu.  
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“Tell me one thing: How’d you know it wasn’t armed?” 

Micah shrugged as if the answer were obvious. “You wouldn’t have thrown it if it was. That 

would have been stupid.” 

“Uh huh. You didn’t think about that, you just grabbed it out of the air. You did not think about 

it. You knew.” 

Micah fired the sphere back at Ratter, who caught it and placed it back on the table. “Listen I 

don’t have time for mind games. You want to play tip toe through the cerebral, go play it with your 

fearless leader.” 

Ratter frowned at him in confusion. “Ulysses? The guy’s pretty clear cut, nothing to tip toe 

through.” 

“Nice try. Good deflect. Katie is your leader. Go delve into her psyche. Maybe ask her why she 

fears your little home world down here.” Micah couldn’t mistake the noticeable paling of Ratter’s 

face. It wasn’t because Micah had figured out she was the Rebels’ fearless leader. No, it was 

because, whatever Katie feared, Ratter knew what it was. Or perhaps suspected what it was, he 

hadn’t gone Casper colored until he’d mentioned her fear of the basement. 

Ratter cleared his throat and shoved away from the table, avoiding Micah’s gaze. “You are 

observant. Most people don’t figure out Katie is in charge until they’re here for a few weeks.” 

He decided to ignore Ratter’s undead complexion. “It’s painfully obvious if you watch everyone 

here. They all defer to her, look to her for orders, seek her opinion. Even though her father appears 

to act as if he’s in charge in front of others, I saw the subtle signals pass between them.” 

Ratter was now back in his seat before the security computers, his back toward Micah. “Katie 

better watch her backside, you are definitely smarter than I thought.” 

Micah took that as an effective ending of the conversation and a dismissal. He turned and placed 

a foot on the bottom stair, paused, and looked over his shoulder at the other man. “We all have 

handicaps, fears that stalk us. For some those fears, those impairments are right out in the open for 

everyone to see. For the rest of us, they are buried deep. On purpose or because we feel safer that 

way, they are hidden away from the world. Whatever it is she fears down here, I’m not planning 

on using it against her.”  

Ratter sat for a moment, his right hand resting on the thigh of his damaged leg. He had a feeling 

Micah hadn’t been speaking of his very visible handicap when he’d spouted that speech. Micah 

was hiding something, something that could be used against him as effectively as Katie’s fear 

could be used against her. He turned in his chair with the intention of telling Micah off, in order to 

hide the fact that he was nervous about how perceptive the other man was, only to find the space 

behind him empty. 

The earlier loud entrance had been contrived, he realized. Micah could be a deadly enemy if 

one crossed him. Ratter didn’t plan on crossing the man. Slowly he pulled the small explosive 

device out of his pocket; Micah hadn’t seen him pocket the metallic ball. He rolled it in his hand 

and stared at the interconnecting letters stamped into the surface.  

The fancy M had a tail that trailed downward and looped together with the upward tail of the K 

below it. M.K. the initials of the man Ratter considered the greatest Mech ever to have existed. He 
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wasn’t the only one to hold that sentiment. The fact that the man had simply vanished some years 

ago without a trace, had stung the community that had depended on him deeply.  

Well, what was left of the community anyway.  

His glance went to the stairs. “Micah Katsaros. Too smart for your own good my friend. Maybe 

you should learn to dumb it down a bit.” He rolled the ball between his flat palms. Whatever had 

caused the man to abandon his calling, it must have been devastating. Micah was smart and it was 

obvious he knew what he was about, knew his way around mechanics and electronics. It was his 

mind that was getting in the way. Ratter had a feeling he’d just found something that had been lost 

to them all. 

 


