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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The last of the late summer sun was fading over the mountains in the west. Katrina laid on her mattress in the officer’s barracks room and watched the light fade through the white metal blinds. Darkness made the streetlamps shine brighter on the walkway below. The building she was in sat on a hill which overlooked the miles of desert landscape stretching out in either direction. It was barren and bleak, but alive.  
 
    She heard the door to the room creak open and turned to see James standing in the doorway. The light from the main corridor softly illuminated his frame. He wore loose sweatpants which hung low on his hips and his chest was bare. Katrina’s eyes lazily traveled up the lines of his body and she smiled when she saw his tussled black hair.  
 
    He put his hands in his pockets as he shrugged in response to her smile. His eyes shined a piercing blue and he turned his head to the side, his own lips curling into a grin. “Mind if I come in?” he asked. 
 
    Katrina lifted the blanket for him in response. His bare feet padded across the floor as he quickly crossed the room and crawled into bed with her. She pulled the blanket over his head as he snuggled in. James wrapped his long arms around her and pulled her close. She buried her head against his neck and inhaled deeply. He smelled of soap and comfort. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered as she looked up to his face. “You okay?” 
 
    “Better now.” He smiled as he pushed the hair out of her eyes. “Did I wake you?” 
 
    Katrina shook her head as she relaxed against him. “I was hoping you would come.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad I can make your dreams come true,” he laughed. Katrina rolled her eyes, but the smile stayed on her lips. 
 
    It feels so right, right now, she thought. Safe and warm. This is perfect. She looked back up to see him staring at her. His hair was pressed flat against the white sheet. Her heart started pounding and she bit her bottom lip. 
 
    Slowly, she turned her body so that she was on top of him, her face slightly above his. She could feel his breath quicken and it made her bolder. Leaning down, she brushed her lips gently against his lips as she wrapped her fingers through his fingers. His lips parted open in waiting. Electricity curled her toes as he groaned… 
 
    The door to the room slammed open with a bang and Katrina pulled her face back. James’ eyes locked with hers in surprise just as the blanket was ripped off them. The light from the overhanging bulb momentarily blinded her but she didn’t need to see who it was because his voice boomed throughout the room. 
 
    “No way in hell is this happening.” Sgt. Major Floyd stood in full uniform at the side of Katrina’s bed. James scrambled to get to his feet. 
 
    “Dad!” Katrina screamed. “You can’t just barge into my room like this. Boundaries!” 
 
    “Apparently any person is allowed in your room.” The Sgt. Major’s voice was cold as he turned to James. James stared back momentarily and seemed to think twice before averting his gaze to the floor. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Katrina shouted at her father. “This is not okay. We can talk about this another time but not right now.”  
 
    “You’re right about that,” Sgt. Major Floyd said as he put his hand on James’ back and steered him out of the room. “We will have a talk later. Right now, I’m going to have a talk with the boy. Stay here Katrina.” He slammed the door shut behind him. Katrina screamed as she hit the door with her fist. Then she turned around and slid to the floor with her head in her hands. 
 
    Ah, Katrina moaned to herself. There is such a thing as feeling too safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Katrina stormed into the cafeteria the next morning with her eyes blazing. James was sitting at the table with his tray of food already in front of him. He looked up and gave her a sly smile before taking a bite of his eggs. His smile was enough to slow the anger boiling inside of her, but only for a second. She scanned the room to see the military men and women in line getting their meal. The other survivors that were found had been placed in family housing units, but her dad insisted the kids stay with the active duty members. 
 
    Jayden slid into the chair next to James. She heard him ask, “What’s going on bro?” Her blood pressure rose again. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Dreya asked as she walked into the room with Mia by her side. “You look a little crazy right now.” Katrina looked past her friend as she finally saw Sgt. Major Floyd entering the cafeteria to refill his coffee cup. She marched the distance of the room directly toward him. He didn’t look up from his cup. When she was two steps away, he put the coffee pot back. 
 
    “Go to my office and wait,” he said without turning around to see her. Katrina ground her teeth as she walked past him and out of the cafeteria. 
 
    * 
 
    “You could have knocked.” Katrina glared at her father after he closed the office door. 
 
    “Why would I knock? It’s my office.” Sgt. Major Floyd walked around the desk and sat in his chair. 
 
    Katrina groaned and put her head on the table. “Last night Dad. You should have knocked.” 
 
    “Ah. But if I did that your little friend would have tried to jump out of the window and probably would have broken his neck. I saved his life. You’re welcome.” The Sgt. Major leaned back in his seat. 
 
    She looked up from the desk at her dad. He was smiling at her with his big lopsided grin. “You know he is my boyfriend, right? Not just my little friend.” 
 
    His smile faltered and he reached for the stack of papers sitting on his desk. “You aren’t allowed to have a boyfriend until you are 18. Until then, he is just a friend.” 
 
    “Dad.” Katrina put her hands on the desk. “We are living in the end of the world. Do you really think waiting another three months is that important anymore?”  
 
    “Our world didn’t end, kid. They might have tried to end it, but we are still here. And as long as I’m still here, rules are rules.” 
 
    Katrina put her hands on top of her head. “I’m not budging on this. You don’t know what we’ve been through. You left me in that awful bunker and these are the consequences of your actions.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd raised an eyebrow. “I can understand that you’ve made a friend. Maybe even a good friend. But you don’t need to sleep together.” 
 
    Cpl. Boulder opened the door to the room. He saw Katrina and tried to shut it, but the Sgt. Major waved him inside. “I think we are about done here, right Katrina?” He looked to his daughter. “Unless there is something else you’d like to talk about.” Katrina stood and nodded to Boulder. 
 
    He nodded back and carried the files over to the desk. “Lt. Oxford wants you to take a look at these,” Cpl. Boulder said while putting the green folders down on the desk. 
 
    “Actually,” Katrina interrupted. “There is something else that I want to talk about and I’m glad you are both here.” The two men turned to look at her. “I want to go get the rest of the kids out of the shelter.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd rubbed his chin. “They aren’t really a priority right now. The kids are safe and cared for. The guards aren’t posing a threat to us while on that assignment. We will get them out, but it won’t be immediately.” 
 
    “No.” Katrina shook her head. “I want to get them now. I’ll go alone if I have to. Just give me a tank.” Boulder chuckled as Katrina’s dad moved his hand from his chin to his forehead. 
 
    “Katrina,” her father warned. “There are more important tasks here. People are trapped. People are dying. The new government is getting rid of innocent civilians. Those are the people we need to save.” 
 
    “Sgt. Major.” Katrina’s eyes narrowed. “I understand that. But the longer they stay there, the more brainwashed they become. You said yourself that you need more men to fight on your side. Some of the kids will fight and some of the military there are good people. They don’t want to be there, but they were caught up in the initial confusion.” She looked to Cpl. Boulder, her eyes searching his face. “Dr. C. is still there. We need to get her out.” 
 
    Boulder briefly smiled at Katrina. “She is right, Sgt. Major,” he said. “I spoke with some of the guards. There is a general sense of unease among the lower enlisted. I think some of them will leave willingly.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd sighed. “Let me think on this some. Go get your breakfast, Katrina. Chow time is almost over.” 
 
    * 
 
    Katrina grabbed a tray off the stack of remaining ones and headed down the assembly line. The serving bins were mostly empty, but she managed to get a spoonful of oddly shaped potatoes and a few pieces of broken sausage links. The CS serving the food shrugged and gave her an apologetic smile. 
 
    Katrina smiled in return. “It was my fault for being late.” She took her tray and headed over to the table where her friends were. 
 
    Dreya tried not to smile as Katrina sat next to her. “Heard you got caught with a boy in your room last night.” Katrina’s cheeks turned red as she looked to James. 
 
    He put his head onto his arms on the table. “They’ve been giving me crap all morning,” he mumbled. 
 
    Mia burst out laughing. “Oh, come on though. It’s just so normal. She got in trouble for having a boy in her room. Meanwhile, World War 3 is happening outside.” 
 
    “I’m surprised James wasn’t a war casualty last night.” Jayden coughed to hide his laughter. 
 
    Katrina’s cheeks were burning. “What did he say to you anyway?” she asked. 
 
    James raised his head up just enough so that his blue eyes appeared over his forearm and under his messy hair. “Just that you weren’t allowed to have a boyfriend and if he ever caught me in your room again, he would hang me outside on a tree by my toes. Also, that I need a haircut.” 
 
    Katrina put her hands over her face and groaned. “I’m so sorry. This is so embarrassing.” 
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed.” Dreya touched her shoulder. “It’s sweet that he cares so much. You’re lucky you still have him.” The laughter faded from the table. 
 
    Katrina smiled sadly at her friend. “I wish I wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    “I know,” Dreya reassured her. “We just get to put up with your family drama for all the stuff we will miss. What did you say to him?” 
 
    “Nothing that got through,” Katrina crossed her arms. “I did tell him we want to go get the rest of the dandelion kids out. But he has to think about it.” 
 
    The five of them went into the kitchen to wash the trays and breakfast dishes. Sgt. Major Floyd thought it would be a good job for them and they needed all five people just to get it done before lunch. The stainless-steel sinks were filled with serving utensils and plastic tubs. Katrina washed and rinsed. James dropped in the sanitizing sink and dried. Dreya and Jayden wiped down the surfaces while Mia mopped the floor. 
 
    “About this no boyfriend thing,” James asked as Katrina handed him another tray, “how long is this rule for?”  
 
    Katrina pushed a piece of hair that was tickling her nose out of her face with the back of her glove. “Three more months actually. Until I turn 18.” 
 
    “What do we do for three more months?” James stacked the dry tray and leaned against the sink. 
 
    Katrina smiled. “I guess we are friends until then.” She stood on her tip toes to kiss him quickly on the lips. “Really, really good friends.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The helicopter blades cut through the air with loud chopping sounds. Three V-22 Ospreys landed on the tarmac of the airfield. The troops came rushing down the ramps and quickly fell into formation. Katrina walked with Dreya and Mia to the edge of the field as her father left the girls to go address the military members. 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd stood in front of the formation as they were called to attention. Katrina realized how different this formation looked. All the branches of the military stood represented with their varying shades of camouflage uniform looking like a distortion of what should be invisible. Yet they all stood tall with the same look on their faces. A look of weariness coupled with determination. Pride welled inside of her as her dad began to address the crowd. 
 
    “You’ve fought hard men,” Sgt. Major Floyd stated. “But the fight still isn’t over. Gunny Drake informed me that you took no casualties on this mission. We could say it was luck, but we know it wasn’t luck. It is because you are all ruthless warriors and the enemy is a fascist bunch of bureaucrats who don’t stand a chance against us.” A mixture of oorahs and hooyahs coursed from the group. Sgt. Major Floyd smiled. “Job well done. Go get some sleep and some chow. Then be ready for the next mission because we aren’t done until we take our country back. Dismissed.” 
 
    Katrina watched the formation fall out as they went to the buses that would take them to their barracks room or house on base. She hadn’t paid any attention to the third helicopter until that moment. Standing to the side of the helicopter was a family. A woman and a man with two young children. The kids were clinging tightly to their mother’s legs as the father stood awkwardly shifting from foot to foot.  
 
    To the right of the family was a teenage boy and girl. Her jaw dropped when she saw they were wearing identical black sweats and grey t-shirts. The clothes they all were given at the dandelion shelter. Katrina scanned their faces but couldn’t recognize them. She turned to ask Dreya if she knew who they were, but Dreya and the Sgt. Major had already started walking across the tarmac. 
 
    That’s right, Katrina thought as she and Mia ran to catch up. She’s done this before. Dreya had appointed herself as some kind of hospitality manager. Softening Sgt. Major Floyds rough welcome to incoming refugees. Katrina’s dad hadn’t complained.  
 
    Mia and Katrina caught up to them just as Sgt. Major Floyd shook the man’s hand. 
 
    “Welcome to the Resistance,” he said. The woman had tears rolling down her face as she smiled. 
 
    The man’s voice cracked, and he coughed to clear it. “Thank you, Sgt. Major, for getting us here. We’ve been trying to stay low profile. I thought it best to get far away from the city when the bombs dropped. We’ve been on the move, dodging those tanks for weeks after we saw what they were doing. Then we got caught up at the wrong moment with the new government’s guards. If your men hadn’t stormed that compound, I don’t know what would have happened to my family.”  
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd released the man’s hand. “Think nothing of it. You’re safe here now.” The man looked back to his wife and she nodded, the tears still streaking her cheeks. 
 
    “Sgt. Major,” the man said as he turned back to face him. “I was 0311 in the Marines for three years before I went to college. With your permission, I’d like to put back on a uniform.” 
 
    Katrina’s dad clapped the man on the back like a long lost friend. “Of course, Marine. We will get you your uniform.” 
 
    “Let’s get your family settled in first though,” Dreya said as she reached out an arm to the woman who smiled graciously back at her. She shuffled the kids to the waiting van.  
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd reluctantly let the man go and walked to the teenagers. “Now where did you two come from?” he asked. The kids stood silent. “I know you are Project Dandelion. Which shelter are you from?” They both stared past him and didn’t answer. “Come on now. We need to know if the rest of your shelter is in danger. Just tell me where you are from.” The girl reached over to grab the boy’s hand, but they still said nothing. 
 
    Katrina smiled when she saw their fingers clasp. “We were from Shelter 17,” she said softly to the girl. “Why’d you guys run?” The girl looked to the boy and he shook his head no. “In our shelter,” Katrina continued, “the kids tried to form a community but that meant we all had to live by their rules. This guy Lark was the leader. He was a jerk. Me and my…” her voice trailed off as she looked at her father. “Me and my good friends took off running the minute the doors unlocked.” 
 
    The girl was watching Katrina intently. “We all ran. Most of them got caught but we didn’t,” she said as she squeezed the boy’s hand.  
 
    “Where did you run from?” The Sgt. Major was getting impatient. The two kids stared at him without speaking. 
 
    “This is my dad.” Katrina glared at her father. “He is fighting the guards who kept you there. Those men are a part of the new government. The government that destroyed the world. These men here are trying to stop them.” The girl’s shoulders relaxed as she listened. “Where were you going?” Katrina asked.  
 
    “We were heading to the coast. Hoping we could find a boat and maybe sail to an island somewhere,” the girl whispered. 
 
    “Well you are free to leave whenever you want,” Sgt. Major Floyd said as he turned toward the van. “I’d just like to know where you came from so that I can send help if they need it.” 
 
    The boy looked over the barren desert landscape for a moment and then back to Katrina’s dad. “My name is Leroy Mercer, and this is Rose,” he said. “We are from Shelter 15. Outside of Tuscan, Arizona. They are going to need your help, sir.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Dreya took the family to the housing community center. The base houses were full, but families began moving in with one another to give up their homes for the refugees. Cots were set up in the center and Dreya made sure to get the refugees some basic necessities while they waited placement in a house. 
 
    The towns surrounding the base were nearly empty. The few residents that stayed in their homes, and had survived the initial fallout, kept in close contact with base officials. They were given passes to get on the base if they ever needed to. The abandoned stores were raided by small military parties in order to keep supplies up on base. 
 
    Katrina watched Dreya take the family’s small children to pick out a toy from a large box. Pvt. Augusta was a young Army soldier who’d been on temporary assignment at the base when the bombs dropped. His wife and baby were in Fort Worth, Texas. Radio contact had yet to be established in that area. Augusta filled the box dutifully by bringing back a toy on every raiding mission. 
 
    The little boy pulled out a stuffed dinosaur and clenched it tightly to his chest. He smiled up to his mom and she laughed as she pushed her shy daughter to pick out a toy of her own. The Navy Corpsman came into the building and waited patiently for the girl to get her toy. 
 
    They all cheered loudly when she finally picked a princess crown and wand. HM1 Benson helped the girl fix the crown on her head. Then they had a royal parade to the temporary medical area to assess the family for any major concerns. Katrina laughed as she watched two Corpsman turn into roaring dinosaurs at the end of the parade as they exited the room with the little boy and his father.  
 
    “You know, you used to be a cute kid.” Sgt. Major Floyd ruffled the top of his daughter’s head with his calloused palm. “What happened?” 
 
    “Maybe dropping me in a bunker full of other kids that are supposed to repopulate the earth with babies that carry this dandelion gene so that we’d all be submissive to this new government jaded me just a little bit.” Katrina turned to face her father. “What do you think dad?” 
 
    “Nope. It was long before that. I think it was right about the time you started talking that you lost your cuteness. Eh. Those were the good old silent days.” Katrina’s eyes widened and her dad started walking to the door. “Come with me,” he said. “We need to go have a discussion with those dandelion kids. For some reason, they actually like to hear you talk.” 
 
    “Dad,” Katrina said in frustration. It fell on deaf ears. She quickly ran to catch up with him. 
 
    * 
 
    Leroy and Rose were shoveling the last of the food from their trays into their mouths when Katrina and her dad walked in. 
 
    “Did you want seconds?” The Sgt. Major asked as he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Those were seconds.” Cpl. Boulder laughed from the other table. 
 
    Rose blushed. “Thank you for feeding us sir.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd smiled. “Eat as much as you want kid. But come talk to me in my office when you get done. Also, don’t call me sir. I work for a living.” He walked out of the cafeteria and the kids put their trays in the bin.  
 
    Katrina and Cpl. Boulder walked with them to the office. “Sorry my dad sounds so rough,” she told Rose. “It’s just the way he speaks. He is actually a giant teddy bear.” 
 
    Rose laughed. “So I don’t understand why you were in the shelter if he is fighting them.” 
 
    “That is a story that would take a book to tell,” Katrina smiled. “But I can give you the short version. This new government has been planning to lower the population for a while. It was a bunch of rich elites who thought we were all disposable. My dad and some other military guys got wind of it years ago. They tried to warn people. Those guys started to disappear, whisked away to CIA black camps mysteriously or for bogus charges. The group my dad was working with switched gears. They went underground and took key roles in this new government plan. I don’t know all the details, but I know they were trying to crumble the plan from the inside out.” 
 
    “Is he still working as a double agent then?” Rose asked as they turned the corner. 
 
    Katrina cringed and Cpl. Boulder chuckled. “Uh, not anymore,” she stuttered. “That was kind of my fault.” Boulder pushed the door open to the office. “I’ll tell you more later,” Katrina whispered as they walked into the room. 
 
    “Sit down kids.” Sgt. Major Floyd motioned toward the empty chairs. “Did you get enough to eat?” Leroy and Rose nodded their heads. “Good. This is Major Sprague, Senior Chief Dillon, and Gunnery Sgt. Drake.” The three men nodded to the kids and then moved over to the other side of the room. Leroy and Rose nervously took their seats. 
 
    Katrina sat down beside them in the chair closest to her father. “They are going to ask you some questions about where you were at.” Katrina smiled at the teens. “This is just so they can figure out how best to help. If it is uncomfortable or if you need a break, let me know.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd sat as his desk. “Can you tell us exactly what happened at your shelter that made you run?” 
 
    Rose looked to Leroy. He took a breath and began to speak. “It was the first new video. We were fine with the Nanny lectures and the survival training in the morning. The evening of the day that the doors unlocked, a small group of guards showed up. There were maybe ten of them. We gathered in the common room. They said the rest of their unit was coming soon. They would bring us fresh food and more supplies, but we had to listen and not cause any problems. We were nervous but it didn’t seem like that big of a deal. I think we were relieved to know we weren’t alone or something.” Rose’s bottom lip quivered but she bit it to hold it still. 
 
    “Then they played that stupid propaganda video,” Leroy continued. “The next day, the guards left us alone in the afternoon for hygiene. Thomas called an emergency meeting. We were panicked, but he came up with a plan. We’d all scatter and confuse them. Since there were six tunnels and we all chose to dig out, we could run in different directions.” Katrina thought back to Lark and how he convinced everyone to just dig one tunnel. She quickly pushed away the thoughts of that awful place. 
 
    “We didn’t want to wait since we had no idea when the new unit would be coming. Thomas said, really we all said, this new government was bad news and we didn’t want any part of it. I wish we had a better plan though.” Leroy’s voice cracked and Katrina reached over to touch his shoulder. 
 
    Rose exhaled as she stared at the Sgt. Major. “They didn’t try to stop us,” she said. “Just told us to stop and when we didn’t, they started shooting. Real bullets. We heard our friends screaming. Leroy grabbed me and pulled us into a rocky ravine. I looked back to see Thomas fall. Blood was pouring from his head. He was a good leader.” Rose swallowed.  
 
    “We ran and didn’t stop for a whole day. Leroy found a horse trail that led us to a ranch. The people weren’t there so we…” Rose looked over to the men standing against the wall. Katrina nodded for her to continue. “We, um, borrowed some supplies and kept moving.” Sgt. Major Floyd chuckled, and Rose turned to smile at him. “We’ve been moving ever since. We stayed far away from the main roads and hidden from the military vehicles, but we were stupid and got caught sleeping in a house by a patrol.” 
 
    “We picked you up at the site near Cortez, Colorado,” Gunny Drake spoke. “You kids sure walked a long way.” 
 
    “The wrong way too.” Leroy shook his head. “We were trying to make it to the Southern California coast.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd nodded. “Well you are a lot closer now than you were before. I know where Shelter 15 is. There was a unit sent there a few weeks ago. I don’t know much else though, it’s been radio silent from them. Did you see any of the kids survive?” 
 
    “I don’t know Sgt. Major,” Leroy whispered. “We didn’t stick around to look.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what you should have done, son.” Sgt. Major Floyd stood up. “If you had panicked and froze neither you nor Rose would have made it. You did good.” Katrina saw relief cross Leroy’s eyes briefly before he dropped his head again. She smiled up at her dad. “You kids can go now,” he continued. “We have what we need.” 
 
    Leroy and Rose paused at the door. “Can I ask what your plans are?” Rose turned back to face the Sgt. Major.  
 
    He ran his hand across the back of his neck as he looked to the men leaning against the wall. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    Katrina watched their faces harden. Senior Chief Dillon raised an eyebrow. Major Sprague’s lip curled slightly. She knew what the answer would be before Gunny Drake even opened his mouth to say, “Let’s go get those government bastards.” 
 
    The three men grunted in response.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “What did you guys do today?” Katrina asked as she set her tray of dinner on the table between Dreya and James. She motioned for Leroy and Rose to join them.  
 
    “I was helping the housing office crew check in the new refugees with Dreya,” Mia said as she picked up her fork. “They think one of the families will take them in soon. I guess the husband used to work with one of the Marines back in the day. Small world.” 
 
    Katrina smiled. “Small military more like.” She turned to James. “What were you up to?” 
 
    He swallowed a mouthful of mashed potatoes. “Jayden and I were training today.” 
 
    “Training for what?” Katrina asked as she scooped up a spoonful of peas.  
 
    “I don’t know,” James said as he returned to his food. “I guess training to be prepared. Some of the military guys asked if we wanted to work out with them. Then we went to the range. I think I’m going to go back with them tomorrow.” 
 
    Katrina held her spoon in midair and then delicately placed it back on the tray. “Why are you training with them? There is no reason to. Unless you want to go out on the missions.” Her words were careful, and she searched his face as she spoke. 
 
    “I don’t know.” James shrugged. “I want to see what they are doing and maybe see if I could help in some way.” 
 
    Katrina’s heartbeat quickened. “Did you know about this?” she asked Dreya. 
 
    “Know about what?” Dreya’s forehead scrunched in confusion. “Training with the military? Jayden just told me. What’s wrong with it? They just want to learn.” Dreya looked over to her sister. 
 
    “It beats washing dishes all day,” Mia laughed. “Can I come tomorrow too?” 
 
    “Me too,” Leroy said, and Rose smiled at him. 
 
    Katrina could hear her heart pounding in her ears throughout the rest of dinner. 
 
    * 
 
    I’ll just tell my dad that James can’t train with them anymore, Katrina thought as she walked down the hall. She put her hand on her face. My dad is never going to agree to that. Why didn’t I see this coming? Katrina let out a groan. 
 
    “Am I allowed to walk you to your room?” James asked, coming up behind her. “Or is that a violation of the no boyfriend rule?” 
 
    Katrina turned around. “I’m kind of tired right now and I have some stuff I need to think over.” 
 
    “Please don’t do that,” he said. She stopped walking when she heard the pain in his voice. “I know you are mad at me about training with the guys. Can we talk about it?” 
 
    Katrina sighed. “Let’s go sit on the steps outside. The Sgt. Major probably has cameras in my room.” 
 
    “You’re not serious?” James gulped. 
 
    “No,” Katrina laughed, “but I’m sure that he has spies everywhere.” 
 
    * 
 
    They sat on the concrete steps out back of the building which overlooked the parking lot. The glow from the streetlamps made the world orange tinted. The evening was still hot but not as unbearable as the middle of the day. James leaned back against the building and Katrina crossed her legs as she sat in front of him. 
 
    “Okay,” James said. “Tell me what you are thinking. Why is it upsetting you that I’m curious about the training?” 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious?” Katrina looked over his head. “I don’t want you to go fight.”  
 
    James smiled. “I don’t think we have a choice. Look at the world right now. We need to fight to take it back.” 
 
    “There is always a choice.” Katrina crossed her arms. “You can choose not to join the military.” 
 
    “And what would you have me do? Wash dishes for the rest of my life and let someone else die protecting me?” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying.” Katrina looked at the cracks in the concrete. “I’m just saying that you don’t have to join a group that goes actively looking for a fight.” 
 
    “You know bad things happen when good men do nothing.” James winked. 
 
    “Save it.” Katrina put her hand up. “I’ve heard this speech before.” 
 
    “This isn’t like you.” James stared at her intently. “Well maybe the old you, but not the girl who sacrificed her freedom for her friends.” 
 
    “That’s different. I didn’t join the military and we aren’t talking about me.” 
 
    “Well what are we really talking about then?” 
 
    “You joining the military.” She threw her hands into the air. “I don’t want you to join.” 
 
    “Why?” James’ eyes were murky blue as he studied her face.  
 
    “Because I absolutely refuse to be with someone in the military.” Katrina slammed her palms on the concrete and instantly regretted the bone jarring sensation. 
 
    James burst out laughing as she scrambled to her feet. “Wait,” he tried to catch his breath as he grabbed her hand. “Is this some promise you made to yourself because of your dad?” Katrina glared at him. Laughter bubbled again in his chest and he coughed it away. “Listen. That was a promise you made before the world ended. Maybe it’s time to rethink your convictions just a little.” 
 
    James smiled at her, but Katrina’s face remained cold. “Hey,” he said softly. “It’s okay.” He cupped her chin in his hand and leaned close to her face. “We will figure this out together.” 
 
    “Arms length body distance,” Sgt. Major Floyd called out from the window above them. “Friends don’t need to be that close.” 
 
    “Dad!” Katrina stomped her foot on the step. “Stop spying on me.” 
 
    James laughed again. “Sorry about that Sgt. Major. She had an eyelash on her cheek.” 
 
    “Well leave her eyelashes where they are son and get inside the building.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes as James held the door open for her. “Orders are orders,” he said as he shrugged. 
 
    Katrina stormed past him and went to her room. 
 
    * 
 
    “Jayden really likes training with the soldiers,” Dreya said to Katrina as they walked to the housing office. The sun beat down on Katrina’s head, making her hair burn, but the walk was helping to clear her mind until Dreya brought it all up again. She had been fighting with James for a week and he wasn’t budging.  
 
    Stubborn jerk, she thought as she kicked a rock out of her path. 
 
    “They aren’t all soldiers,” Katrina said as they crossed the street to the sidewalk. “Only the Army ones are called soldiers.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” Dreya asked. She pushed a sweaty piece of hair out of her face and the wind caught it like a sail.  
 
    “They’ll get mad at you if you say it wrong. Army is soldiers. Navy is sailors. Airforce is airmen. Coast guard, coasties. And Marines are…” Katrina turned to look at the giant flag poles near the base entrance. All five branches flew their flags along with the yellow Gadsden flag. Just above them danced the upside down American flag. “Marines are just called Marines.” 
 
    Dreya raised an eyebrow and Katrina shrugged. “You should know this if you are going to be a military girlfriend.” Katrina grimaced at the word. 
 
    “What’s so bad about that?” Dreya smiled at her friend. “Why do you hate it so much?” 
 
    “It’s not that I hate it.” Katrina started to walk faster. “It’s just that I grew up with this. I’m proud of my dad, don’t get me wrong, but this isn’t the life that I wanted to live forever.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice anymore,” Dreya looked over her shoulder to the flags. “This is our reality now. We have to fight.” 
 
    “Are you okay with Mia fighting?” Katrina turned to watch Dreya’s face. “What if she gets hurt?” 
 
    Dreya smirked. “I’m not going to be able to stop Mia from doing anything. At least if she is training, I know she will be prepared. Jayden will be with her too.” Dreya’s smile softened as she looked to Katrina. “And James will be with them.” 
 
    Katrina exhaled. “You know, we don’t have to do this. We can get to the cabin still.” 
 
    Dreya opened the door to the housing office. The two young kids from the last rescue mission ran up to greet her. “We will get there someday.” She laughed as she dropped down to her knees to hug them. “We just have work to do first.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    A knot was in Katrina’s stomach as she stood on the tarmac at 5 o’clock in the morning. It was still dark, but the floodlights would soon turn off as dawn broke the sky. She shivered even though it wasn’t that cold. Early mornings would still be warm for another month. 
 
    Mechanical failure. Her thoughts were racing. Maybe the helicopters won’t be able to fly. Maybe a radio call will come in last minute saying they don’t need to go. If I break his leg right now, he doesn’t have to leave. 
 
    “How are you doing kid?” Sgt. Major Floyd asked, bringing Katrina out of her spiraling denial. Her dad was dressed in full combat gear.  
 
    Ready for another deployment, Katrina thought. Except this time, it was different. James walked away from the group of men he was standing with. He was dressed in the same gear as her father but his was new and clean. The Sgt. Major’s gear was creased and faded from the years of use. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Katrina smiled at her dad. “It’s a quick trip, right?” Sgt. Major Floyd nodded. “Why does he have to go though?” Katrina whispered as James approached. 
 
    “You think I’d leave you two alone unsupervised?” Her dad laughed as he kissed the top of her head. “I’ll take care of him for you,” he whispered back. 
 
    “Thank you, daddy.” Her face relaxed with gratitude as she looked at him. “Love you. Stay Safe. See you later.” 
 
    “Love you.” Her father messed up Katrina’s hair with his hand. “See you later.” Sgt. Major Floyd nodded to James. “Two minutes till formation,” he said as he walked away to talk with the other families. 
 
    James nodded in return. “Aye, Sgt. Major.” He reached over and grabbed Katrina’s hand. “Hey.” James winked at her. His shoulders were relaxed but she could see the worry in his eyes. 
 
    Pure muscle memory took over and Katrina pushed away all her own fears. “You know your haircut isn’t all that awful.” She smiled. “And I’ll be okay,” she said even though the words sounded fake to her own ears. 
 
    James ran his hand over his buzzed head and smiled back at her. “I know you will be.” 
 
    “And you’ll be okay.” Katrina nodded. “Stay safe. See you later.” 
 
    James touched Katrina’s cheek and her resolve almost melted. “You know I still love you,” he whispered as he leaned down to kiss her. Katrina wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back hard. 
 
    “Form it up,” Sgt. Major Floyd yelled. James instantly broke away. He gave Katrina an apologetic smile as he ran to join the troops. 
 
    Dreya was shaking when Katrina reached her. “I didn’t think I’d be this nervous,” she said with tears in her eyes. “She is so little still. What if something happens to her?” 
 
    Katrina put her arm over Dreya’s shoulder. “She is tough and will be okay. They’ll take care of each other.” She watched the troops a moment longer before turning to walk away. 
 
    “Are you not staying until they leave?” Dreya asked. 
 
    Katrina smiled at her friend. “I never do. It hurts less if you walk away first.”  
 
    * 
 
    Katrina and Dreya spent the morning helping to clean the housing office for whatever refugees might come back with the troops. Then the girls helped unload medical supplies at the hospital. Every mission set off a frenzy of preparation on the base. Communication was limited so all areas prepared for the worst every time. They had been lucky to not have to deal with the worst yet, but no one got lazy with the protocol just in case.  
 
    The beehive of commotion continued the rest of the day. Major Sprague’s wife met with Katrina, Dreya, and Rose at the cafeteria when they were washing the lunch dishes. She invited them to dinner at her house. 
 
    “Should we be wearing something fancy?” Dreya tugged at her shirt as they walked down the hill to the family housing. 
 
    Katrina shook her head in disbelief. “Apocalypse, Dreya. No one cares what you are wearing.” 
 
    “Says the girl who won’t date a soldier when that’s pretty much the only profession left in the world,” Dreya huffed. Katrina stopped walking. 
 
    Rose anxiously looked at both girls. “We are all pretty tense right now,” she said. “It’s probably not a good idea to fight.” 
 
    Katrina started laughing. “It’s not that,” she said trying to catch her breath and wiping her eyes. “It’s just such a sad reality. Like the universe is literally telling me I have no say in the matter.” Rose smiled and Dreya started to giggle. 
 
    “The end of the world sucks,” Dreya smirked. 
 
    “It’s not all that bad,” Rose said as she resumed walking. “At least we are about to get a home cooked meal.” 
 
    “For the record,” Katrina said as she caught up with them. “He isn’t a soldier.” 
 
    * 
 
    Major Sprague’s wife wore a button down shirt and blue jeans. Her hair was folded perfectly into a tight braid that fell down the middle of her back. Katrina smiled as she watched Dreya unconsciously tuck the flyways of her own hair behind her ears. 
 
    Mrs. Sprague was barefoot as she opened the door and the girls removed their shoes in the entryway. Katrina pushed her sweaty shoes into the corner, embarrassed by how dirty they looked against the clean tile. I’ve been hanging out with Dreya too much, she shook her head. 
 
    The sitting room was neatly organized with the Major’s awards hung on the walls. The dark blue couch had throw pillows so fluffy, it looked like they had never been touched. Katrina followed Rose and Dreya into the kitchen as they passed the formal dining room.  
 
    Mrs. Sprague led them to the kitchen bar where three stools sat underneath the counter. “Take a seat,” she urged the girls. Then she unwrapped a tray of spaghetti noodles covered with sauce and vegetables. She pulled out a loaf of garlic bread fresh from the oven and set it on the counter. The smell made Katrina’s mouth water. The woman handed out porcelain china plates etched with tiny blue flowers on the rim.  
 
    “Thank you for inviting us to dinner, Mrs. Sprague,” Dreya said as she took her plate. Rose and Katrina rushed out their “thank you’s”. 
 
    “Please, call me Natalie. Thank you, girls, for coming. You’re doing me a favor really. I’ve always hated the first night of a mission. This is a welcome distraction from my thoughts. Now dig in before it gets cold.” Natalie smiled and Katrina scooped a large serving of the noodles onto her plate. 
 
    Once the girls had eaten their fill, Natalie wrapped up the tray and remaining bread. “There is a family staying in our guest room, but they are out visiting some friends tonight. I’m sure they’ll finish this up tomorrow.”  
 
    Natalie lit candles outside, and the girls sat on the back porch. The sun was beginning to set earlier, and it was almost dark.  
 
    “How long have you and the Major been married?” Dreya asked as she curled up on a patio chair. 
 
    “Oh gosh,” Natalie smiled. “We are coming up on 18 years now.” 
 
    Katrina’s jaw dropped. “You don’t look that old.” Dreya clasped her hand over her mouth as Katrina tried to backtrack. “I mean you look great for being…” her voice trailed off as Dreya glared at her. 
 
    Natalie laughed. “It’s okay. I definitely feel that old but I’m glad I don’t look it. We got married right after the Major got out of bootcamp. It’s been a long ride.” 
 
    “Is this the life you wanted?” Katrina couldn’t help asking even as she felt Dreya staring at her. 
 
    “This?” Natalie looked around. “Not at all. Daniel should have been retiring in two years. We’ve been counting down the days since we were first married.” She shrugged. “Now it looks like we will be doing this forever.” 
 
    “But couldn’t you have left? Or couldn’t you have changed his mind?” Katrina leaned forward as she spoke, anxiously waiting for the woman’s reply. 
 
    “No.” Natalie smiled softly at her. “I love him, and I support him. Just like he loves and supports me. I’d never tell him how to live and he wouldn’t tell me how to either. We make it work because we love each other. There is no other option.” 
 
    Katrina groaned and put her head on the table. 
 
    “What’s all this about?” Natalie asked the other two girls. 
 
    Dreya sighed. “Her boyfriend went on the mission. He is joining the military.” 
 
    Natalie hid her smile. “Your boyfriend and your father are on the mission together?” Katrina nodded her head against the glass of the table top. “Oh love, you’ve got bigger problems than me right now.”  
 
    The girls broke into laughter and Katrina raised her head up. “So how do you not go crazy when they are out there fighting?” Katrina asked once the laughter subsided.  
 
    “We’ve got a lot of work to do. Now more than ever. But the general idea is the same. We take care of home.” Natalie looked over her back fence to the other housing units. “It’s a lot of homes we are taking care of now, but someone has to do this job.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I’m cut out for that,” Katrina said. “I’m not really a homemaker.” 
 
    “There is more to it than that,” Natalie reassured her. “You aren’t just taking care of a house. You are taking care of everyone’s homes. We are focusing on rebuilding and trying to restore our way of life.” 
 
    Dreya nodded. “It’s about something bigger than us. We are building this for everyone.” 
 
    “You sound a lot like the society and Lark,” Katrina smiled at her friend. 
 
    “Yeah but it’s different this time.” Dreya leaned back in her chair. “There’s the door if you want to go.” 
 
    Katrina pulled her knees to her chest. “I’ll have to think more on this,” she said softly. “But I’m not baking cookies for the troops.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Katrina and Dreya ran to the tarmac, their hearts beating fast in tune with the sound of the helicopters landing. The pilots killed the engines and the warriors came down the ramps as they fell into formation. Katrina watched her father as he walked to the front of the crowd to address the troops. Her breathing slowed when she saw her dad standing tall and her pulse returned to normal when she spotted James in the sea of camouflage standing near the far right. 
 
    “Mia,” Dreya gasped as Katrina held her back. 
 
    “Wait until they get done,” Katrina whispered. Mia hobbled over to the formation clinging onto Jayden’s arm. He turned to give Dreya a quick smile before facing the Sgt. Major. Two more bandaged men came out of the helicopter. 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd dismissed them and Dreya ran straight to her little sister with Katrina close behind. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Mia yelled as Dreya rushed over. “Please don’t panic.” 
 
    “What happened?” Dreya asked breathlessly as she dropped to her knees to look at her sister’s foot. 
 
    “I told you she would panic.” Mia said to Jayden. “It’s nothing. I twisted my stupid ankle jumping off the helicopter. I didn’t even get to fight. I’m so freaking mad at myself.” Katrina watched Dreya turn her head down to hide her happy face. 
 
    “She got some good shots off from the safety of the back though.” Jayden winked at the girl and then reached his hand down to help Dreya up. 
 
    “Hey,” James whispered into Katrina’s ear, catching her off guard and sending chills down her spine. She turned around. His uniform was dirty and creased. There was sand under his fingernails and in the corners of his eyes. He looked tired, but oh so handsome waiting there for her to say something. 
 
    “Hey.” She smiled. 
 
    “I don’t get my hug?” The Sgt. Major’s voice bellowed out as he crossed the tarmac to where Katrina stood. 
 
    “Of course you do Dad,” she laughed as she turned to embrace him. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “That’s more like it.” Sgt. Major Floyd nodded. “I almost thought you forgot about me. Let’s go get something to eat. I’m starving.” He put his arm over his daughter’s shoulders. “You too kid.” The Sgt. Major motioned to James with his other arm. “You earned your meal.” 
 
    * 
 
    Katrina lay on Mia’s twin mattress which was directly across from Dreya’s bed. Mia sat on the floor with her leg propped up on a pile of pillows. Her ankle was wrapped tightly in an ace bandage and the Corpsman had given her Motrin for the pain. She had light duty orders for a month. 
 
    Dreya was weaving her little sister’s hair into tight braids. It had grown longer since they left the shelter months ago. Katrina noticed for the first time that Mia looked older too. 
 
    “I can’t believe I twisted my stupid ankle,” Mia moaned for the hundredth time. Katrina smiled. The girl still sounded the same. 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” Dreya tied off a braid before moving to the next section. “It could have happened to anyone.” 
 
    “But it’s so embarrassing,” Mia cried. “I’ll bet all the guys were laughing at the fragile little girl.” 
 
    Katrina chuckled. “No one was laughing at you. I promise. My dad said you are a great shot.” 
 
    Mia sat up straighter. “Well I know that. I just wanted to prove that I could fight.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll get another chance.” Dreya smoothed the girl’s hair between her fingers. 
 
    There was a knock on the door and Rose poked her head into the room. “Mind if I come in?” she whispered. 
 
    “Why would we mind?” Dreya smiled at her. “Come on in.” 
 
    Katrina slid over to make room for Rose to sit. “Did you find out what happened on the mission?” Katrina asked her. 
 
    Rose inhaled slowly. “Leroy said that some of the younger guards were pretending to be the Project Dandelion kids. None of them were actually there when we were there. They said they knew Leroy but when they couldn’t remember his name… I guess Major Sprague handled it after that.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Dreya asked her as she finished the story. 
 
    Rose nodded her head. “I knew they didn’t make it. What we saw before we ran. But I kind of hoped, you know? I’m just glad we got away when we did.” 
 
    Dreya smiled kindly to her. “I’m glad you got out too.” She looked over to Katrina. “So, what does this mean for our shelter?” 
 
    Katrina leaned back against the wall. “My dad says we will get them out. He is making the preparations for the mission now.” 
 
    Mia pulled the finished braid out of her sister’s hand and pouted as she crossed her arms. “I guess I’m going to have to miss this one too.” 
 
    * 
 
    Katrina hitched a ride over to the shooting range the next morning. She asked the Staff Sergeant running the range if she could practice with them. He gave her a M4 and she lined up near the end. James looked over at her from his spot in the row and the Staff Sgt. screamed at him. Katrina held back a smile as she looked straight ahead. 
 
    After they practiced on the targets, the Staff Sgt. moved them to another range to practice fire and maneuver.  They paired off into twos to work through the exercise. James sidestepped to the end so that he was matched with Katrina. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he whispered through clenched teeth so that the Staff Sgt. wouldn’t see his lips move. Katrina shrugged and didn’t respond. 
 
    Their turn came. They were to work past the standing boards, kneeling to fire and clearing the area before moving to the next. Almost like a dance, Katrina thought, as they alternated lead through the course. When they finished, she turned to smile at James. 
 
    There were angry tears in his eyes. He shook his head at her as he ran to rejoin the group. Katrina’s cheeks flushed and she stared at the ground until the feeling passed. Raising her head again, she walked over and returned the rifle to the Staff Sgt. Then she left the range without looking back at James. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Can we go somewhere alone?” James asked Katrina after dinner. “Somewhere off base and away from all this.” 
 
    She was still mad about the scene at the range, but she hadn’t had a chance to discuss it with him yet. “You know my dad won’t let us go anywhere alone, but maybe I can convince him if we go as a group.” Katrina turned to her friends. “You guys want to go see something cool?” Dreya and Mia nodded eagerly. 
 
    Katrina walked to her father’s office. The Sgt. Major sat at his desk surrounded by files. He wore his reading glasses as he looked over the reports from the various units stationed around the country. The light spilled weakly over his face. Katrina noticed how tired he looked, but he smiled at her as she walked to the desk. 
 
    “What are you up to?” she asked as she sat in the chair across from him. 
 
    “Boring paperwork. Supply requests. Just going over the little details.” He leaned back in his seat and removed his glasses. “Trying to save the world I guess.” 
 
    Katrina laughed. “Well if anyone can do it, it will be you and your team.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd rubbed his fist over his eyes. “I sure hope so kid. What is it that you want?” 
 
    “How do you know I want something?” Katrina raised her chin. 
 
    “It’s not like you come spend time with me anymore.” Her dad smiled. “What is it you want to ask?” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s not fair. You’ve been busy saving the world. I’m just staying out of the way.” 
 
    “About that.” The Sgt. Major put his arms on the desk. “Suppose there is no chance you’ll stay here when we go to the shelter to get the rest of your friends?” 
 
    “No Dad.” Katrina looked him square in the eye. “This is my mission and I’m coming to help.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd sighed. “That’s what I figured. You’ll do what you’re told though and won’t try to be a hero.” 
 
    “I won’t do anything to jeopardize the mission Sgt. Major.” Katrina smiled as her dad laughed. 
 
    Cpl. Boulder brought in a steaming cup of coffee which he placed on the desk. 
 
    “So what do you want?” He picked up the chipped ceramic mug with the letters USMC stamped on the side. 
 
    “Can my friends and I take a truck over to Joshua Tree State Park for a little bit? I want to show them the stars now that the sky is clearer.” 
 
    “Is James coming too?” He took a sip of his coffee without blowing on it and didn’t flinch.  
 
    “Yes Dad. And Dreya, Mia, Jayden, Rose, and Leroy.” 
 
    A low mumble came from the Sgt. Major’s throat. “What do you think Corporal?” He looked over to Boulder. “Up for a babysitting trip?” 
 
    Boulder looked from the Sgt. Major to Katrina’s pleading eyes and back again. “Do I have a choice here?” he sighed. “Let’s go star gazing.” Katrina jumped up from her chair.  
 
    “Take the duty van. There will be enough seatbelts,” her dad said. 
 
    Katrina rolled her eyes. “You know I’m a little too old for babysitters and seatbelts are probably the least concerning issue in the world right now.” 
 
    The Sgt. Major picked up the file he had set down. “You’ve got two months until you are 18. Until then, my rules.” 
 
    “Aye, aye,” she said as she followed Cpl. Boulder out of the room. 
 
    “Katrina.” Sgt. Major Floyd motioned for her stop and close the door once Boulder walked into the hall. “I have something I need to talk to you about before you go.” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked as she came back into the room. 
 
    “I need you to keep this a secret. Don’t tell any of your friends.” Katrina nodded and he continued. “Do you remember where the Hawthorne bunkers are?” 
 
    “Of course.” She crossed her arms as she leaned against the desk. 
 
    “Good. If something ever happens to me or if the new government looks like they are getting the upper hand, I need you to go to the bunkers. There will be a man there. He might not believe you are who you say you are but tell him the story of your birth.” Her dad smiled sadly. “I can’t believe that was almost 18 years ago.” 
 
    “Why would I need to tell him that?” Katrina raised her eyebrow as she took in the strange request. 
 
    “So he’ll know it’s you. That man was my old 1st Sergeant. He is the only one who knows the story besides you and me.” 
 
    “I thought that story was just a joke.” 
 
    The Sgt. Major chuckled. “It’s funny now, but it wasn’t then. Just tell him the story and do what he says.”  
 
    “Okay, Dad. I’ll do what you ask.” Katrina moved toward the doors. “Do I want to ask what this is about?”  
 
    “No.” Sgt. Major Floyd put his reading glasses back on. “Have a good time tonight sweetheart.” 
 
    Katrina watched her father’s face again in the lamplight. She thought of all the doomsday conversations they had while she was growing up. This request almost sounded normal. Always prepared, it’s what made him worry less. She shook her head as she opened the door. 
 
     “Hey Dad,” she said softly as she looked back at him. “Get some sleep please. You need a break.” 
 
    The Sgt. Major grunted in response. 
 
    * 
 
    The teens grabbed their jackets. Cpl. Boulder was waiting out front in the duty van. He drove them off base and past the abandoned buildings surrounding the main strip. The van turned off on a side road and headed up a steep hill. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Katrina told her friends as they entered the park. “I want you to be surprised when you get there.” She kept checking to see if anyone looked as the van bumped along the dirt roads that led to their destination. At the highest peak, Cpl. Boulder pulled into the lower parking lot and turned off the engine. 
 
    “Alright,” Katrina laughed. “You can open your eyes now.” She zipped her coat up before climbing out of the van. The wind was blowing crisp on top of the mountain. Katrina led her friends up the short walkway which ended at the vantage point.  
 
    The moon shone full on the desert below them. During the day, the remnants of the grey ash blown into the desert brown dirt made the earth look sickly. At night, with the moon shining, the barren landscape looked as clean as fresh fallen snow. 
 
    “That’s the Salton Sea,” Katrina pointed to the vast area of cracked earth. “And this,” she said turning her eyes skyward. “This is how the heavens look.” 
 
    The night sky stretched out across the world. Millions of stars pierced through the black and flickered their lights subtly. The full moon had a misty halo encircling it and wisps of clouds danced over the glow. Her friends were silent as they stared in awe. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Mia finally whispered. She laid down on the sidewalk and put her arms behind her head to stare at the sky. Dreya laid beside her sister and pulled Jayden down too as she sat. Rose and Leroy walked further down the path. James motioned to Katrina and they headed to the bench. 
 
    “Not too far,” Boulder said as he leaned against the railing. 
 
    Katrina gave him an exaggerated thumbs up as James said, “Yes Corporal.” 
 
    She pulled her feet underneath her on the bench and huddled deeper into her jacket. “Well we are off base and alone-ish.” She turned to him. “What do you want to talk about?”  
 
    James put the palm of his hand against her face. It was warm despite the cold breeze and Katrina turned toward it. “You know I love you right?” he said. 
 
    “You’ve told me that,” Katrina smiled.  
 
    “The other day at the range it was…” James struggled to find the word. “It was hard for me to imagine that we were in a dangerous situation together. I kept thinking how best to protect you and not how best to do my job. I don’t like the idea of you being out there.” 
 
    Katrina pushed his hand away. “Excuse me? How is that my fault? That sounds like your problem. You need to get out of your own head and focus on the mission.” 
 
    “Katrina,” James spoke her name painfully. “It isn’t fair. I can’t stand the thought of you being hurt and you are punishing me for it.” 
 
    Her voice rose as she put her feet on the ground. “Again, not my problem. I didn’t like the idea of you getting hurt, but I had to get over it. Now it’s your turn to do the same.” 
 
    “Is that what this is then?” he asked. “Some kind of lesson that you want to teach me.” 
 
    “No,” Katrina yelled in frustration. “This isn’t about you at all. I just need to do something, anything so I’m not sitting around waiting while everyone else has a purpose.” 
 
    “But you do have a purpose,” James said softly. 
 
    “What?” Katrina snapped. “Washing dishes and baking cookies.” 
 
    “You’re my purpose.” James winked. Katrina quickly stood up and he grabbed her hand. “Don’t leave,” he pleaded with her. “We can work this out.” 
 
    “There is nothing to work out,” Katrina said coldly. “If I want to fight, I am going to fight. You can stay home if you don’t want to see it.” 
 
    “Please,” James begged as he stared into her eyes. Cpl. Boulder interrupted the moment with his deep chested laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Katrina turned to him as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “It’s no use kid,” he said to James with the laughter still etching his voice. “I went through this same fight a million times with Catherine. She is going to do what she is going to do. Might as well suck it up now and learn how to cope.” 
 
    Katrina’s arms dropped to her sides. “Oh my gosh, I am such a jerk,” she whispered. “I forgot about your wife. Do you know where she is?” 
 
    Cpl. Boulder looked up at the sky. “Not really. She was on a ship somewhere when the bombs went off. We haven’t made contact with it yet, but I’m sure she is still out there somewhere. It’d take a lot to bring her down.” Boulder smiled to himself and then he looked back to Katrina. “You saw the stars. Time to get back to the real world.” 
 
    “Five more minutes?” Mia whined as she sat up from the sidewalk. 
 
    “Negative, kid. Limp yourself back to the van. That’s an order.” 
 
    James held Katrina’s hand as they walked to the vehicle. She laid her head against his shoulder and he stared out the window the whole drive home. When the van stopped, he kissed her forehead and went up to his room without saying a word. 
 
    He’ll just have to get over it, Katrina thought as she walked the stairwell to her own room. She pushed away the feelings of guilt as she climbed into bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Be careful when you jump off the ramp,” Mia cautioned her as they stood on the tarmac. Katrina wore the girl’s uniform. It was too big for either of them, but Mia had softened it by washing so it was no longer uncomfortable. Katrina dropped her pack in the pile of bags and smiled at her friend. 
 
    The Sgt. Major called formation and Katrina jogged over to stand in line.  
 
    “Today we go to liberate the kids from Shelter 17. These kids formed their own rebellion and tried to escape. Unluckily for them, the new government had a replacement unit arrive as they overtook the compound and the kids were overrun. What do you think men? Should we go help the rebels escape again and send some fascists to hell?” The ground shook with the vibrations from the various “rahs” and “hooyahs” sounding from the troops. The Sgt. Major smiled. “Let’s go get them.” 
 
    Three Ospreys and two AH-1 Cobras took off from the airfield and chugged through the early morning sky. Katrina’s unit consisted of four Army enlisted, a female Navy officer, a Corpsman, and three junior Marines. They sat packed into the Osprey with the other units. Her father and James were in the lead helicopter. They would be the first to touch down. 
 
    Her Kevlar hung low on her forehead and the flak jacket weighted down her chest. She focused on her breathing as the fear began to course through her body. Closing her eyes, she visualized the plan. 
 
    The two Cobras would remain in flight to cover the troops on the ground. Two of the Ospreys would land quickly, right after one another, and the troops would move fast on the guards. The plan was to attack quickly before the guards ran down to the shelter and bolted themselves in. If that happened, Senior Chief Dillon would lead his explosives team to blow down the doors. 
 
    Smooth and fast. Easy on paper. Katrina watched the third Osprey break away from the formation and wait. The third helicopter was designated as the medical and transport vessel. It was mostly empty and could hold up to 30 people. Its job was to wait until called down. She took a steadying breath. This meant they were close.  
 
    The Navy Ensign touched Katrina’s shoulder and motioned for her to go last as the bird began to descend. The first helicopter landed, and the troops went running with their rifles pointed at the tent structure which sat above the shelter. Her helicopter touched down gracefully and she followed the officer’s line out of the back.  
 
    Katrina’s feet touched the ground and her pulse began to race. Mind on the mission, she told herself. Except, as the helicopter took off, she looked briefly around for her dad and James.  
 
    The sound of bullets being fired from her left pulled her back to the moment. She pointed her rifle toward the direction of the shooting and began to fire. There was a barricade built into the desert sand where some of the guards had taken refuge behind. They were firing rapidly at the incoming troops. 
 
    Katrina’s unit moved behind one of the trucks and fired back at the barricade until the Cobra flew overhead. The gunner unleashed the 20mm. The shooting from the left stopped and Katrina’s unit moved forward again. 
 
    The troops stormed the tent structure, moving carefully through the partitions and clearing each area. Katrina heard the men shouting to one another but she heard no more weapons being fired. She finally saw her dad as the Sgt. Major made his way down Tunnel 1 into the shelter. James looked to Katrina and whistled. She caught his eye as he moved with his unit down Tunnel 3. Calm washed over her, and she followed her own unit as they moved to the medical area. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” Dr. C. knelt in the dirt with her hands in the air. 
 
    “Traitor,” the Ensign spat as she came up to her. Dr. C’s face flushed, and she turned her head to the ground. 
 
    “She’s not,” Katrina stepped up next to Dr. C and turned to face the Ensign. “She is one of the good ones, ma’am. She helped us escape.” 
 
    Dr. C looked up and smiled ear to ear as she heard Katrina’s voice. “Oh sweetheart,” she cried. “I’m so glad you are okay.” 
 
    “Get her back to the landing zone,” the Ensign commanded.  
 
    “Wait.” Dr. C turned to Katrina. “It’s a trap. The kids are in the desert with a group of armed guards. The shelter is rigged.” 
 
    A scream caught in Katrina’s throat as she took off running toward the tunnels. 
 
    “Floyd!” the Ensign shouted. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “It’s a trap!” Katrina yelled back and she saw Dr. C begin to fill the officer in. 
 
    “Dad,” Katrina cried as she ran down Tunnel 1. The last man had just entered the doorway and she pulled him back. He turned with his weapon raised but relaxed as she shoved him against the dirt wall, screaming for her father. The Sgt. Major had just walked through the door to the hallway across the room when he stopped at the sound of his daughter.  
 
    “It’s a trap Dad,” she yelled. “They aren’t in here.” Sgt. Major Floyd nodded once and walked back into the room. She saw fear briefly flick across his face before the hard lines of his eyes replaced it. Katrina breathed in a moment of relief before absolute panic set in. 
 
    James. 
 
    Katrina took off running through the room and back up the tunnel. The Sgt. Major was ordering her to stop but the blood pounding in her ears blocked him out. When she came to the surface, she saw the Ensign and Corpsman from her unit pulling out the men from Tunnel 3. 
 
    She froze in her tracks. Her heart was in her throat as her eyes searched wildly for James. The men that had been pulled from the tunnel were on their knees and coughing. She forced herself to move closer, step by step as she looked at each dirty face on the ground. She couldn’t find him. 
 
    Her heart raced even faster, and she felt nauseous. He is in there. Katrina’s mind spun with incoherent thoughts. Not there. Not that tunnel. I should have run here first. But my dad. Please God, don’t let him die in that stupid room. 
 
    One of the Army soldiers from her unit pulled her back by the shoulder. She hadn’t realized that she was stepping closer to the tunnel. Katrina looked at the hand on her arm. His wedding ring was beaten and scuffed, so dull it didn’t shine, but he wore it still.  
 
    She turned back to see James pulling the last man up the steps and her heart leaped out of her chest. Resisting the urge to throw off her Kevlar and run to him, she stayed back with the waiting soldiers from her unit.  
 
    The Corpsman rushed to help the fallen man he was carrying, and James turned to find Katrina. His lip curled into a slight smile. “Don’t go down there. It’s a mess.” Katrina burst out laughing despite the circumstances and the Sgt. Major gave her a quizzical look as he approached the group. 
 
    “You men alright?” Gunny Drake barked at the coughing troops sitting on the ground.  
 
    Katrina hadn’t noticed Dr. C attending to the injured men until the woman rose to address the Gunnery Sgt. “Over that dune.” She pointed west. “The guards are hiding with the kids. They’ve been planning this for a while. When they heard the helicopters coming, they ran.” 
 
    “Sgt. Major.” Gunny Drake looked over the horizon. “They can’t see us from there. We have the element of surprise.”  
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd nodded and directed the radio operator to send the Cobra to that location. The firing was rapid and the words “all clear” crackled back over the line. 
 
    Gunny Drake split up the troops to surround the area where the teens were being held. In Katrina’s unit, one of the Marines hotwired a truck and drove the vehicle slowly across the open desert as the rest of their team walked behind the cover. There was no firing from either side and they safely reached the dune. 
 
    Katrina saw the bodies of the guards laying spread out around the desert floor. The dandelion kids stood in a huddle further away. A tall blond girl was pulling at the ropes, breaking the teens free. Katrina smiled as she recognized Becca. 
 
    She started to run and almost tripped over the body of a fallen guard. Looking down, she recognized the face of Lt. Bayer. Huh, I guess I did see you again, she thought in passing. But you didn’t see me. I think I expected something more dramatic from you. Guess real life isn’t like the movies. 
 
    Katrina kept running to the group of kids and removed her helmet. Becca screamed in joy when she saw her, and the girls quickly worked to cut the rest of the ties. Willow was crying as Katrina freed her wrists and she awkwardly hugged her over the flak jacket.  
 
    “I knew you’d come back.” Ethan smiled to Katrina as he put his arm around Willow. All the helicopters landed so the troops and refugees could get on board. Katrina pulled Becca over to her unit and introduced her to the Ensign. The rest of the kids were freed, and the Corpsmen ushered them to the waiting helicopter.  
 
    “Hang on a second,” Katrina told her team as she jogged over to her father. She whispered into his ear. He nodded and stood up straight. 
 
    “Not those three.” Sgt. Major Floyd pointed at Lark, Anthony, and Brett. 
 
    “What do you want us to do with them?” A Marine asked as he put his hand on his rifle. 
 
    “Leave them here.” Sgt. Major Floyd directed.  
 
    Anthony and Brett glared at Lark as he cried out, “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    Katrina smiled with cold eyes as she shrugged. “I guess it is good to have friends in high places. That’s the only thing you’ve been right about so far.” The cloud of dust the helicopters kicked out during takeoff absorbed the three boys and made them disappear. 
 
    Katrina watched the sky as they made their way back to base. The flak jacket no longer felt as heavy on her chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting as the helicopters came into the airfield to land. The gold of the sun’s rays smashing into reddish pink clouds looked more vibrant than Katrina ever remembered seeing. The helicopters touched down and she felt giddy as she ran out to stand in formation. She barely heard her father’s voice as the Sgt. Major dismissed the troops. The minute he said “fallout”, she searched the faces to find where James was standing. 
 
    Katrina caught him looking for her and they instantly ran to one another. In the middle of the chaos, he grabbed her easily around her waist and flak jacket. He lifted her in the air, and she tried to wrap her legs around him as he spun her in a circle. They both laughed. Then she grabbed the sides of his face and leaned in to kiss him. 
 
    “The Sgt. Major is coming, bro.” Jayden punched James in the shoulder. Katrina groaned as she let go and jumped down from James’ embrace. Dreya ran up to hug Jayden with Mia hobbling close behind her. She turned to smile at Katrina. 
 
    “How was it?” Mia asked as she reached the group. 
 
    “You didn’t miss much,” Katrina told her, “but look who we found.” She pointed toward the Osprey where the rest of the dandelion kids were standing uncomfortably as they waited to be told what was going to happen to them. Dreya cried out as she saw them there and the five friends ran over to greet them all. 
 
    Becca turned and laughed with tears in her eyes as Dreya embraced her. Ethan shook James and Jayden’s hands, his free arm draped protectively over Willow’s shoulders. Willow was crying incoherently but kept saying “thank you”.  
 
    “I’m so glad you guys didn’t ditch us for good,” Becca laughed. “It’s like a dream. I can’t believe it’s over. But…” She looked around. “Where the heck are we?” 
 
    Dreya smiled at her. “I’ll fill you in on all the details later. First, let’s get you guys some real food.” 
 
    “No more MRE’s?” Laura raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “No more,” Mia promised. 
 
    “Katrina!” the Sgt. Major called from across the tarmac. She turned to see her father pointing to the administrative office as he stared at her. 
 
    Nodding, she turned to her friends. “Um, guys. I’ve got to go. I think I’m in trouble.” 
 
    * 
 
    “Want to tell me why you disregarded my no hero rule?” Sgt. Major Floyd calmly asked after Katrina closed the door to his office behind her.  
 
    Katrina shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to be a hero. I just reacted.”  
 
    “If you want to fight with us you need to learn to follow orders.” 
 
    She glared at the Sgt. Major. “You’re welcome for saving your life Dad.” Katrina folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd smiled. “How are you doing? Any injuries?” 
 
    Katrina sighed and then sat in the chair. “I’m fine. It’s just…” her voice trailed off as she looked to the wall and back to her father. “Does it get any easier? The fear and the worry?”  
 
    Her dad shook his head. “No. It doesn’t,” he said softly. “You just learn how to cope.” They looked at each other silently for a few moments and then Katrina rose to leave. 
 
    “Hey Dad,” she said pausing at the door. “Would you still be proud of me if I didn’t go on the missions with you?” 
 
    A light came into the Sgt. Major’s eyes, but he tactfully didn’t acknowledge it. “I’m always proud of you, no matter what.” She nodded and turned to leave. “And thank you sweetheart, for not listening to me.” Katrina smiled as she closed the door. 
 
    * 
 
    After breakfast the next morning, Rose and Leroy took dishwashing duty while Katrina left with the rest of her friends to go check on the dandelion kids. Cots were lined up in the housing community center and the kids mulled about the room anxiously. 
 
    Dreya laughed when she saw Becca pacing. “We couldn’t get you out of bed in the shelter. Why do you look so bored now?” 
 
    Becca sat down dramatically onto the cot. “I don’t know what to do with myself here.” 
 
    Katrina took a seat beside her. “What do you want to do?”’ 
 
    “Find my family.” Becca looked around the room and some of the other kids nodded. “I mean find out if there is anyone left.” 
 
    Katrina looked to the floor as Dreya responded. “From what it looks like, the only survivors were those that had some sort of plan. A fall out shelter or were able to survive off the grid. Even some of those didn’t make it. The new government was rounding up survivors left and right.”  
 
    “We know this,” Becca sighed. “But isn’t the military fixing it?” 
 
    Dreya wrung her hands as she looked to the teens. “The Resistance, Katrina’s dad and all the other military members that tried to stop this global cleansing, have taken back most of the military bases here in North America. They’ve been pushing forward to save the surrounding areas from the government and help anyone who survived. It’s all tactical and slow moving. They are advancing though. But the communication sucks and is limited to radio. The odds of you safely finding whoever is left in your family aren’t really in your favor right now.” 
 
    She paused as she sat down on the other side of Becca. “Your safest bet is to wait this out and help to rebuild. Maybe in the future we can find some of our old connections.” 
 
    “What are we trying to build though?” Willow asked as she walked closer to the girls. “Another world run by the military. You think that’s a great idea?” 
 
    Katrina put her head in her hands. “Hi Willow. We missed you too.”  
 
    Mia glared at the girl. “Are we supposed to peacefully protest this government into leaving us alone? You know, the same government that wiped out the world’s population and killed our parents.” 
 
    Willow leaned against the wall. “That’s not what I mean. I’m asking if this government will be any better than the old one, or new one, or I guess any one of them.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Dreya shrugged. “But it’s the best option we have.” 
 
    “Is it though?” Willow looked over to Laura. 
 
    “My family has 100 acres in Central California,” Laura said as she sat up from her cot. “You said we don’t have to stay here if we don’t want to, right? Well I’m going back to my land.” She looked at the kids around the room. “Anyone who wants to come is welcome to join me.” 
 
    “You don’t have to leave,” Dreya told the group. “We can find things for you to do here and you’ll be safe.” 
 
    Peter and Juan whispered to each other before standing up. “We will stay here,” Peter said to James. “We want to fight.” James nodded and a few of the other kids agreed to stay too. 
 
    Katrina turned to Ethan, waiting to see what he would decide, but he shifted his gaze to Willow. “Where she goes, I go.” 
 
    “I want to go,” she smiled at Ethan as she held his hand. “There is not enough room for us here and I don’t want to fight.” 
 
    Anna nodded. “It wouldn’t be right to stay here and ask for protection if we don’t agree with what is happening. I’m going to Laura’s.” 
 
    “Becca,” Dreya whispered, trying to conceal her heartache. 
 
    She already knows the answer, Katrina sighed to herself as she stood up and began to walk away.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Willow asked when Katrina pushed the bar against the heavy door. 
 
    “To get ropes to tie you up and keep you here like you tried to do to us.” Katrina turned back to see the embarrassed faces of some of the kids as they looked to their feet. “I’m just kidding,” she laughed. “I’ll go ask my dad if I can get you some vehicles. That’s a long way to walk from here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The next week, Dreya stood beside Katrina as they waved goodbye to the dandelions that didn’t want to stay with the Resistance.  
 
    “Think they’ll be okay?” Mia asked as she put her arm around her sister. 
 
    “I sure hope so.” Dreya dropped her hand. 
 
    “Becca will be there. She will take care of them,” Katrina said to the girls. 
 
    “I don’t understand why she went with them.” Mia watched the vehicles leave the base before she followed her sister into the community room. “I thought she’d stay and fight.” 
 
    Dreya began to fold up the cots. “Why do you think she left?” She paused to smile at her little sister. “Becca didn’t have a choice. They formed bonds during their time in the shelter just like we formed bonds when we ran. When you don’t have anyone else, well those bonds become as strong as family. They need each other and she never would have left them.” 
 
    Mia sighed as she threw pillows into the laundry cart. “People are so weird.” 
 
    We sure are, Katrina thought as she looked out the open door at the empty street. 
 
    * 
 
    “Can we walk to dinner together?” Katrina stood at the foot of the bench press as James finished his last set and put the bar back on the mount.  
 
    Sweat streaked his face and glistened across his chest. His shorts clung to his body as he sat up. Katrina forced herself to stare only at his eyes which shined with a playful adrenaline induced spark. The hair on her arms raised in excitement but she kept her voice calm. Down girl, she told herself. Spies are everywhere.  
 
    “Sure. Let me go rinse off first.” He grabbed her hand as he pulled himself to his feet. Katrina waited for him outside so that the cooling autumn desert breeze would extinguish the heat in her face.  
 
    James came out in sweatpants and a black hoodie. He put his arm around her and dramatically checked every direction before leaning down to give her a quick kiss. “You haven’t been at training lately,” he said as they began the long hike up the hill to the cafeteria. “If you are going to be a fighter, I want to feel like you are at least prepared.” 
 
    “About that.” Katrina looked up at him. “I’m not sure if I want to go on the missions anymore.”  
 
    A smile spread across his face, but he quickly bit his lip and lowered his eyes when he saw her watching. Katrina stopped walking and stared at him. 
 
    “What?” he asked trying to contain his grin. 
 
    She shook her head. “Nothing. I mean you could at least pretend you aren’t happy.” 
 
    “Okay,” James coughed as he lowered his voice to a more serious tone. “Why don’t you want to go on the missions anymore?” 
 
    “It was hard.” Katrina started walking again. 
 
    “For a tough girl like you?” James caught up to her. 
 
    “Not the work.” Katrina rolled her eyes. “I mean yeah that was hard, but that’s not it. It was hard to make a decision between the two of you. I didn’t even make a real decision, I guess. When I found out it was a trap, I ran straight to my dad to warn him. I think it was because he was closer. But what if things had been different? What if you had been hurt and I didn’t get there first?” 
 
    James wrapped Katrina’s hand in his own. “You know you did exactly what you were supposed to do.” 
 
    “I know,” Katrina sighed as she walked faster up the hill. “It’s just that I never want to be in a situation where I could have saved you and I didn’t, again. I worry too much about you and my dad. It’s just hard. I guess this is what you were trying to say to me, wasn’t it?” 
 
    James smiled at her. “It is. But you have a thick skull, so I guess you had to see it for yourself. I’m glad you made this choice. Now I don’t have to worry about you as much.” Katrina squeezed his hand. “What are you going to do now?” he asked. 
 
    Katrina shrugged as she held the door to the cafeteria open for him. “I guess I’ll have to learn to bake cookies.” 
 
    * 
 
    Fifteen kids from the kindergarten through second grade classes sat in a circle as Dreya read a book about a red hen. Katrina washed out the paint supplies in the back sink. She’d been suckered into helping Dreya fill in for Mrs. Hyatt who was out sick for the day. 
 
    Maybe I should rethink the not fighting thing, Katrina thought as she rinsed the paint from the handles of the brushes. It had taken thirty minutes to get the children cleaned up after the painting lesson. Dreya called it fun, but it was not fun. Fifteen kids under 8 and two tubs of paint. Live fire was less scary than that, she laughed to herself. 
 
    She finished wiping down the tables and hung the rags just as Dreya closed the book. The kids sang a goodbye song and the door opened. The parents were lining up to collect their children. 
 
    A little boy with shaggy brown hair walked up and hugged Katrina. “I love you Ms. Floyd,” he whispered. “Thank you for helping me with my picture.” 
 
    Katrina pat the boy’s head as she turned to glare at Dreya. “It’s touching me,” she mouthed to her laughing friend. “Why is it touching me? Isn’t that against the rules?” 
 
    Dreya smiled as she dropped to the floor to embrace the group of giggling girls who ran over to hug her. “That’s the best part of the apocalypse. We get to make new rules now.” 
 
    * 
 
    After the children left for the day, Katrina and Dreya walked to the administration building. Classes were being held for the troops inside the main auditorium. Mia was able to participate in those and Dreya was eager to hear about her sister’s day. 
 
    “I’m so glad she has something other to do than complain about her ankle,” Dreya joked as they waited outside the door. 
 
    “How was it?” Katrina asked once the military members had filed out of the room, leaving Mia to hobble out alone. She didn’t need the crutch anymore, but it still hurt her to put the full weight on the foot.  
 
    “Awful,” Mia groaned. “Death by PowerPoint.” Dreya smacked her hand into her face and Katrina laughed. Mia raised an eyebrow as she looked at the girls. “Plus, they are leaving again soon, and I still don’t get to go.” 
 
    Katrina watched Jayden and James walk over to them from across the room. “You’re leaving again?” she asked. 
 
    “We just found out,” Jayden said as he wrapped his arms around Dreya and kissed her deeply.  
 
    “Gross.” Mia looked away. 
 
    Katrina smiled, but she was secretly jealous how they could kiss in the open like that. James brushed his hand across her hand, bringing her back to the moment, and she was grateful for the touch.  
 
    “When do you go?” she asked him as they started walking down the hall. 
 
    “They didn’t give us an exact date, but soon.” 
 
    Katrina nodded. “Where? Did they say?” 
 
    Mia hopped over to join them, leaving her sister and Jayden behind. “Washington state,” she piped in. “There is a Navy base there facing pressure from some of the guards. I guess a ship is pulling in too. The USS Ronald Reagan. They need more man power to push back the guards and bring the ship home.” 
 
    Katrina’s jaw dropped as the girl spoke. “I have to go,” she yelled as she began to jog away.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” James called after her. 
 
    “That’s Catherine’s ship,” Katrina turned around laughing. “Cpl. Boulder is going to get his wife back!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Katrina burst into her father’s office, startling the men. She looked around quickly until she spotted Cpl. Boulder and made a beeline to him.  
 
    “I just heard,” she screeched as she threw her arms around him and jumped up and down.  
 
    Boulder pushed her head back gently with one hand and held her out at arm’s length. “I think that Dreya girl is rubbing off on you,” he said roughly but there was laughter in his eyes. 
 
    Katrina spun around to face her father. “When does it dock? When do you go?” 
 
    “Hi Dad. Nice to see you,” Sgt. Major Floyd said without raising his eyes from the report he was holding. 
 
    “Hi Dad. When do you leave?” 
 
    “Word sure does spread fast around here.” The Sgt. Major finally glanced at his daughter. 
 
    She looked around and noticed the other people in the room. “I’m sorry Sgt. Major,” she said in a much calmer voice. “I just know the families would like to be prepared if that doesn’t jeopardize mission security.” 
 
    Her dad returned her playful smile. “That’s one thing we don’t have to worry about as much since we don’t have internet or phones. We leave in two days. The tanks are coming on this mission and most of the helicopters. Plan for a month, hopefully we will be back sooner.” 
 
    Katrina’s heart dropped as she nodded her head. A month isn’t that bad, she thought. It could always be longer. She turned to go. “Thank you for the information Sgt. Major. The families will be happy to have it.” 
 
    * 
 
    The waiting to go is the worst part. Knowing what is coming, like the gears of a turning clock, and being powerless to stop it.  
 
    Jayden and James set up a picnic lunch the next day for the girls while Mia sulked in her room. They climbed the hill behind the administration building. 
 
    “Where he can still see us,” James grumbled. 
 
    Then they laid a blanket out on top. James pulled sandwiches and granola bars from his backpack. Jayden provided a bottle of grape juice. They toasted with paper cups. 
 
    “Well this is fancy,” Katrina laughed.  
 
    Dreya’s eyes were puffy and she teared up every time she tried to talk. Jayden coaxed her into eating half a sandwich and then she laid her head on his shoulder. “I’m trying to be happy. I really am,” Dreya sniffled. “A month just seems like such a long time.” She began to cry and laugh simultaneously. 
 
    Katrina’s heart broke for her friend, but she refused to let herself feel the sadness. After James goes, she thought. I’ll let myself feel it then. 
 
    “Look.” James pointed at the sky past the sun. In the distance, a lone black shape of a bird flew across the white clouds sitting heavy on the mountains. 
 
    “I can barely make out what it is.” Katrina squinted. “How did you notice that?” 
 
    “I’ve been looking for them for you.” James smiled at her. 
 
    “Is that a crow?” Dreya teared up again. “Isn’t that a bad omen?” 
 
    “Nope.” Jayden smoothed down her hair. “It means hope.” 
 
    * 
 
    The blinds were open in her dad’s office as they made their way back down the hill. This is getting annoying, she thought. A little over a- 
 
    “Hey,” she said aloud and grabbed James’ hand as they walked across the dirt field. “You guys will be back just in time for my birthday.” 
 
    James laughed as Katrina started to skip. “I can’t wait until we are official.” He used his fingers to make quotation signs in the air. 
 
    “Are you going to ask me out again?” Katrina winked. 
 
    “Did I ask you out the first time?” 
 
    She scrunched her face. “I don’t remember if you did or not.” 
 
    “Me either.” He smiled. “But I’ll do it right the second time.” The sun was almost set, and the streetlamps were glowing. 
 
    “You guys go ahead,” Jayden told them. His arms were wrapped around Dreya. “We are going to walk a while longer.” Katrina looked to her friend with a knowing smile as she and James crossed the parking lot. 
 
    Before they reached the steps leading to the entrance, James pulled Katrina to the side of the building. She gasped as he picked her up and pushed her back against the brick wall. He kissed her jaw. She wrapped her legs tightly around his hips, pulling him to her. 
 
    A low groan came from James’ throat as he leaned in. She was pinned against his chest and the rough wall. Her breath quickened as he slid his arms down to cup her bottom, holding her closer against him.  
 
    “Are you going to miss me?” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    Katrina bit her lip as she nodded her head. “More than you know.” 
 
    James traced a trail of delicate kisses along her neck and up to her lips. He paused there to stare into her eyes. His eyes reflected that beautiful clear blue and she couldn’t take the distance any longer. Katrina squeezed her legs and wrapped her arms around his back to bring herself closer to his face. She forced his lips open with hers and drank in his breath before kissing him hard, almost desperately. 
 
    “Probably should take her inside now,” Cpl. Boulder coughed as he exited the building and walked down the cement steps. 
 
    “Yes, Corporal,” James sighed. 
 
    “Seriously?” Katrina screamed in frustration. “Why do you have to be such a kill joy? You get to go find your wife tomorrow and you’ll be able to do whatever you want. Can’t we just have this one freaking moment?” 
 
    Cpl. Boulder smiled. “I’m an adult though, and my dad isn’t the Sgt. Major. Now get inside before he starts to worry.” 
 
    Katrina stormed up the steps and threw open the heavy door. “Why is it that I am the only one who still has to follow the rules during the apocalypse?” she said through clenched teeth.  
 
    * 
 
    The next morning was colder than it had been since they arrived. Katrina stood shivering next to Dreya in the parking lot as she watched the troops load their gear into buses. The helicopters would soon leave from the tarmac and the convoy of military vehicles would go when the sun came up. 
 
    Jayden hurriedly dropped his bags and came back to Dreya. She was a wreck and clung to his side the whole morning. Katrina left them alone and waved to James as she walked to her father’s office. The Sgt. Major, Senior Chief Dillon, and Major Sprague were sipping coffee as they sat around the room. 
 
    Natalie Sprague brought in a tray of muffins which she placed on the center desk. The men nodded to her politely before reaching hungrily for the plate.  
 
    “Take one too Katrina,” Natalie laughed. “Hurry, before they are gone.” 
 
    Katrina smiled and shook her head no as she leaned back against the far wall. She watched her father grab another muffin. The crumbs from the last one still decorated his chin. 
 
    Gunny Drake walked into the room and looked longingly at the muffin tray. “Take one,” Natalie said as she carried the plate over to him. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” The Gunnery Sgt. grabbed two. “We are just about ready.” The men and Natalie made their way out the door.  
 
    Katrina waited quietly against the wall while her dad drained his coffee cup. They walked together in silence down the hall. 
 
    “So,” Sgt. Major Floyd said as they rounded the corner, “You are okay with not coming with us?” 
 
    “I am Dad,” Katrina looked at Natalie kissing her husband goodbye. “My mission is here this time.” 
 
    He nodded. “You take care of this place for us. And Katrina, if anything happens while I am gone, you know where to go?” 
 
    “Yes,” Katrina smiled. “Hurry back and stay safe.” 
 
    “I always do.” He grabbed his daughter in a tight hug and kissed the top of her head. “I love you. See you later.” 
 
    “See you later Daddy.” They both looked over at James who stood alone in the parking lot waiting for her. 
 
    “Go say goodbye to your friend,” her dad sighed. “He looks like a lost puppy just standing there.” 
 
    Katrina crossed her arms. “I do have a birthday coming up soon, you know.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” the Sgt. Major grumbled as he walked away. 
 
    James’ eyes lit up as Katrina approached. “I thought I’d have to leave without saying goodbye.” 
 
    “It’s never goodbye.” Katrina held his hand. “Always see you later.” 
 
    James nodded and leaned down to kiss her. “Don’t miss me too much,” he whispered. 
 
    “I’ll try not to,” she winked. 
 
    Gunny Drake called for the troops to load up on the buses. James held Katrina’s hand a second longer and she smiled as she kissed his cheek again. 
 
    “Stay safe,” she whispered as he reluctantly pulled away. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Dreya said as she walked over to Katrina. She watched the line of mixed camouflage as they piled onto the buses.  
 
    “You sure you don’t want to stay?” Katrina asked. 
 
    Dreya wiped her eyes. “No. It’s better now. I cried my tears and now it is time to go.” 
 
    Katrina walked with her friend into the building. I’ll deal with my tears later, she thought. Just not today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Katrina scratched at the burnt oatmeal which coated the bottom of the steel pot. She tried soaking it while she washed the other dishes, but they were already done, and the gunk still hadn’t loosened. Now she was chipping away at it with a long handled metal spatula and cursing her fate. 
 
    It had been a week since the troops left. The radio call last night was cryptic, but they were safe. From what the COMS guy could decode, they hadn’t made it to Washington yet. There was a skeleton crew still operating on base, mostly made up of light duty or injured members. Mia relentlessly grumbled about being left behind. Her ankle was doing much better.  
 
    With the two major tanks and most of the aircraft gone, Katrina spent the week helping the mechanics repair the remaining vehicles not fit for duty. Regular maintenance on some, total head scratching on others. She chose to help the mechanics because the shop was far away from the hospital and the school. The two places where Rose and Dreya would sucker her into working with them.  
 
    Katrina scraped the final bit of oatmeal out and washed the pot for the tenth time before placing it on the drying rack. At least I won that battle, she huffed to herself. She took off her gloves and went to change out of her wet clothes. 
 
    Mia had just finished mopping the cafeteria when Katrina walked out of the kitchen. “Don’t you dare walk on my clean floors,” Mia lectured. Katrina couldn’t find a dry exit, so she put rags under her shoes and glided past the tables which made Mia giggle. “Where are you off to today?” she asked as she put up the mop bucket. 
 
    “They are working on this old tank, trying to get it running again. I have no clue what I’m doing but I bring parts.” 
 
    “Oh, please let me come with you,” Mia begged. “Dreya is doing her hospital shift and I just know she will make me change bedpans.” 
 
    * 
 
    The tank was an older M1A1 Abram that wouldn’t drive anymore. The mechanics had the engine in pieces trying to figure out what was wrong. The cannon still worked though, so Mia decided to name the tank Gunny. 
 
    “It kind of looks like Gunny Drake too,” one of the mechanics laughed. “Dirty, old, and bulky. Just don’t tell him I said that.” 
 
    Mia and Katrina brought the requested tools and tried to learn all they could about Gunny. The day grew late with no real progress. The girls left the shop and headed back to the cafeteria to catch up with Dreya and Rose. 
 
    * 
 
    “You know we could use you both at the hospital,” Dreya said as they sat down with their trays of food. “With most of the medics gone on this mission, the hospital is severely understaffed. There are still like sixty inhouse patients and we are running out of supplies. It would be helpful to have some extra hands.” Dreya pushed her mystery meat around on her tray before nibbling on a cracker.  
 
    Katrina and Mia looked at each other. “We can go get supplies,” Katrina offered as she swallowed her food. 
 
    “Oh God yes,” Mia laughed. “We can do a supply run. What do you need us to get?” 
 
    Dreya shook her head. “Everything close by has already been raided. It’s too risky to leave now anyway. We will be fine until they get back and you can go then. For now, I thought you might like to help where you are needed.” 
 
    “I just said that I’d help.” Mia put her hand dramatically over her heart as she looked to her sister. “But you said you didn’t want it. You ask for too many things, don’t be greedy.” Dreya glared at her as Mia hurriedly finished her dinner. 
 
    * 
 
    The girls had nothing to do that Saturday, so they walked over to Natalie’s house. Natalie was baking cookies for the holiday party that the school was hosting in a few days. She gave them all jobs to do. Katrina ate more than she decorated.  
 
    “You know your teeth are blue,” Dreya said laughing at her. Katrina stretched her lips over her teeth to hide the evidence which caused everyone in the kitchen to double over in laughter. When they finished wrapping the trays, they sat on Natalie’s back porch to watch the sun set. 
 
    “The school for the younger kids is running pretty well now,” Natalie said. “Most of the teens are either fighting or working though, and they don’t want to come to class.” 
 
    Dreya put a pillow across her lap. “I don’t think there is much else to learn right now other than how to survive or be useful. School seems kind of pointless when no one is hiring you for your degree.” 
 
    “Well what happens when we finish rebuilding? Maybe you’ll wish you had that degree then,” Natalie said.  
 
    “If that happens in our lifetime then I will go to night school,” Katrina smirked. 
 
    “I’m already 18.” Dreya shook her head sadly. “Let’s just keep teaching the little ones and hopefully they won’t have to make this decision when they get to be our age.” 
 
    All five of them silently watched the colors change across the sky. 
 
    “You know what?” Natalie whispered. The girls turned to look at her. “Katrina baked cookies today and she didn’t die.” They all burst out laughing again and Katrina crossed her arms. 
 
    “Technically,” she said above the noise, “I didn’t bake anything. I just helped decorate and taste test.” 
 
    At the end of the night, Natalie made the girls promise to come back in two weeks so they could help bake treats for the returning troops. Her friends giggled and teased Katrina all the way back to the barracks room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The water in the brook rolled gracefully over the slick rocks. Purples, silver, glittering browns. The colors were deceiving. Once they were dry, the stones would be the same colored dull rocks as the ones on the shore.  
 
    She stepped barefoot into the stream and felt the sandy earth shift between her toes. The birds were singing above her. Through the mist, she saw James peek out from behind a tree. She tried to walk forward but the bottom of the brook was pulling her in. 
 
    Don’t panic. Quick sand. It’s worse when you move. 
 
    She looked back to where James was to tell him that she needed a stick, but he was gone. The birds overhead began to screech louder, almost like a… 
 
    Katrina bolted awake to the sound of the base sirens blasting. It was still dark, and she frantically looked around the room. The siren was unrelenting. An emergency? She shook her head. An attack. Shit. 
 
    Katrina jumped out of bed. She hastily put on her shoes and grabbed her jacket before running down the hall to Mia and Dreya’s room. She threw open the door and saw the sisters tying their own shoes. 
 
    “What is it?” Dreya’s eyes were red as she fought through the fog of sleep.  
 
    “Someone is attacking the base. Mia, is your gear still packed?” Katrina asked calmly. 
 
    Mia nodded and grabbed her bag from the wall locker. Rose met them in the hallway and the girls took off running out of the barracks building.  
 
    Military members were rushing through the streets and jumping into vehicles. In the distance, Katrina could see the lights of the few remaining helicopters starting to take off from the airfield.  The machine guns from the Cobras were firing at the incoming planes. 
 
    Katrina reached out and grabbed a Staff Sergeant who was heading to a van. “What do we need to do?” she asked as she stared into his eyes. 
 
    “What does it look like kid?” he yelled. “We need to fight.” He pushed her hand away and paused as he saw the girls behind her. “Get them out of here,” he hurriedly whispered. “I don’t think this is going to turn out well.” 
 
    Mia thrust her pack into Katrina’s arms. “I’m coming with you Staff Sergeant.,” she said. 
 
    “Can you fly?” he asked, eyeing her skeptically.  
 
    “No, but I can shoot.” 
 
    “Mia!” Dreya screamed after her sister. 
 
    “There isn’t time Dreya,” Mia yelled back over her shoulder. “We have to do something.” 
 
    Dreya clasped a hand over her mouth. “The hospital,” she cried. “How are they going to evacuate them?” Before Katrina could answer, Dreya and Rose took off running down the hill. 
 
    The sky was lined with approaching aircraft. She counted at least twenty and more were still coming over the mountains. Katrina watched the steady stream of personally owned vehicles leaving the base in a long line. She knew they should be leaving too. 
 
    The base was seriously undermanned. They won’t have enough fire power. They weren’t going to survive this. She took a deep breath and forgot years of training in self-preservation as she ran down the hill to help Dreya. 
 
    * 
 
    The doors to the hospital were flung open and staff rushed from the building. Dr. C was on the first floor directing some Corpsmen on which ambulatory patients could leave in vehicles. 
 
    “Oh, Katrina,” Dr. C cried out when she saw her. “You’re alright!” 
 
    “What do you need us to do?” Katrina asked as she and Dreya rushed to her side.  
 
    “We have to transport so many. They have to be in a hospital. They won’t make it if…” her voice trailed off as she looked outside. 
 
    “Okay,” Katrina nodded. “Where can we transport them to?”  
 
    Another officer walked over to Dr. C. “There is a base in Arizona that we have control of. They might be able to make the flight there, but we don’t have enough medevac helicopters. We’ve been trying to radio the airfield to see if they can get us a transport helicopter, but we can’t get through.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” Katrina ran to the emergency room. 
 
    The Corpsman gave Katrina the keys to an ambulance. 
 
    “We should stick together,” Katrina said to Dreya as she jumped into the driver’s seat.  
 
    Dreya shook her head. “I’m going to get the patients ready for transport. Bring us back a helicopter.” Katrina nodded as she slammed the door and drove toward the airfield. 
 
    This is stupid. Katrina clenched her teeth as her hands tightly gripped the wheel. Why do we need to risk dying for this? Bases are targets. Military is a target. Why are we putting ourselves in the middle of this? Katrina’s eyes burned and she blinked to clear them. 
 
    Focus. We have to help. If not us, then who? People talk all the time, but no one actually steps up to the plate. Yeah, but do you want to die for this? Katrina pushed the thought away as she pressed the gas pedal harder. At least it will be a memorable death, she laughed to herself. That is if anyone is around to remember it. 
 
    The enemy was being held back by the firing Cobras, but a Huey broke through, dropping a Zuni rocket on the building to Katrina’s right. Debris flew into the road and Katrina swerved to avoid it. A blazing fire erupted in her sideview mirror as she drove even faster. 
 
    The ambulance tires screeched as she slammed on the breaks. There were two Ospreys left on the ground. Good, Katrina thought. I only need one. She raced across the landing strip, her heart pounding in her chest.  
 
    The Staff Sgt. from outside the barracks was yelling at the men to get inside the helicopter.  
 
    “Staff Sergeant!” Katrina yelled as she grabbed his arm once again. “We need the second helicopter. The hospital still has patients that need to be airlifted.” The coldness melted from the man’s eyes for a brief second and Katrina knew she had him. “Please,” she begged. “They need our help. We just need one.” 
 
    The Staff Sgt. looked at the last van of his men that were pulling up behind them. “Load up,” he yelled as they piled out of the vehicle. “It’s going to be a tight squeeze. Drop whatever weight you can.” The troops began moving cargo off the plane.  
 
    “Thank you,” Katrina gushed in relief. They both turned to the sound of a plane crashing in the desert. The sun had fully risen and the dust cloud from the explosion instantly filled the sky. 
 
    “Enemy down,” the Staff Sgt. chuckled as he ushered the remaining men into the aircraft. 
 
    “Will we win?” Katrina worriedly looked at the man’s face. 
 
    The Staff Sgt. pointed over the mountains at the ten more helicopters moving in. “No,” he said in a flat voice. “They must have taken the coast of Southern California. Those planes are out of Miramar Air Base. God knows how they survived the blast unless those government bastards moved them ahead of time. A shit ton more are coming.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” Katrina asked as she watched the firefight crisscross the sky.  
 
    “They’ll head for Barstow next probably, in order to get the supplies. We will head them off there to mount a defense.” 
 
    “That’s on the way to Washington.” Katrina’s eyes filled with hope. “Will the deployed troops be able to meet you?” 
 
    “I sure hope so kid. I’ll radio them when we get there.” He ushered the last man into the helicopter and ran to tell the pilot of the second Osprey that the hospital needed him. The pilot nodded and took off toward the medical landing pad. 
 
    “I’ll buy you some time,” the Staff Sgt. shouted to Katrina. “But you need to get out of here like I told you earlier. Once we can’t hold them back, they’ll burn the vehicles and bomb the remaining buildings.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Katrina shouted back. “Hey and if you see Sgt. Major Floyd, tell him his daughter remembers the day she was born.” 
 
    The Staff Sgt. looked confused, but he agreed. “Good luck to you kid.” 
 
    The helicopter engine started, and Katrina ran back to the ambulance. She drove down the road in a hurry. One of their Cobras crashed in the field to her side. It was so close that Katrina watched a blade fly across the road. Without thinking, she jerked the steering wheel to take the vehicle through the desert. 
 
    The ambulance bounced over the uneven terrain until she reached the crash site. Katrina saw the nose end of the Cobra smashed and crumpled into the dirt. She jumped out of the vehicle and rushed to the pilot. He was dead.  The plane couldn’t have fallen from that high, Katrina thought as she stepped back to take in the damage. 
 
    Out of nowhere, a figure came running out from behind the crash while screaming. Katrina turned, ready to fight, and she saw the person run up and kick the warped metal of the aircraft. 
 
    “Ouch!” Mia cried out, holding her newly healed foot. “My God, that hurt so much!” 
 
    Tears welled in Katrina’s eyes as laughter bubbled in her throat. “Mia.” She grabbed the girl’s shoulders. “Were you in that plane?” 
 
    “Was I in it?” Mia cried with tears streaming down her face. “I was shooting from it! I took one of the government’s planes down.” 
 
    “I saw,” Katrina said gasping. “Do you know how lucky you are right now?” 
 
    “I don’t feel lucky,” Mia cried. “I got shot down. My pilot is dead. And I hurt my freaking ankle again.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh girl,” Katrina said as she half carried her to the ambulance. “You are such a trip.” 
 
    Mia stopped to wipe the snot from her nose as she stared at the vehicle. “Why are you driving an ambulance?” 
 
    “Just get in,” Katrina laughed as she helped the girl into the passenger seat. “We have to go help your sister at the hospital.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Mia bounced around in the seat as Katrina maneuvered the ambulance back to the road. The enemy dropped more rockets, destroying the vehicles next to the mechanic shop.  
 
    “They got Gunny!” Mia screamed through angry tears. 
 
    “They’re going to take out anything that can be of use to the rebel forces,” Katrina said as she turned right down the long stretch of empty road. “Thankfully they got the helicopters out in time.” 
 
    “Will they leave after they blow up the vehicles?” Mia cried as she watched the smoking remains of the old tank in the distance. 
 
    “No.” Katrina shook her head as she slammed the gas pedal onto to the floor. “They’ll come for the buildings and the people next.” 
 
    * 
 
    She pulled the ambulance into the emergency entrance and rushed into the hospital. There was a blur of activity as the last of the bedridden patients were being carried to the helicopter. The hospital staff not actively helping were running out of the doors to safety. Dr. C and another doctor balanced a wounded veteran awkwardly between the two of them. 
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart,” Dr. C paused to whisper to Katrina. 
 
    “Katrina,” Natalie Sprague cried out. She was carrying a small child with an oxygen tank in her arms. “Dreya said you got us the flight. Your dad would be so proud of you.” 
 
    Katrina nodded. “How many more are there?” 
 
    Natalie looked to the waiting helicopter. “I think that’s it. Dreya and Rose are coming with Admiral Neil now. Thirty-two patients. I don’t know how we are all going to fit.” 
 
    “It’s all I could get,” Katrina said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, no. You did good. Thank you,” Natalie reassured her and the boy in her arms began to cry. She hugged him closer and whispered in his ear while pointing to the helicopter. 
 
    Dreya came out of the elevator pushing the wheelchair of an old man wrapped in a robe and hospital gown. His shoulders were hunched, and his hands were bent with arthritis. When the Admiral looked up at Katrina, she saw his roughly shaven chin quiver, but his eyes were intensely focused.  
 
    Dreya handed the wheelchair to Rose and ran over to her little sister. “Oh thank God,” she cried out while grabbing Mia. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “Katrina drove me in an ambulance,” Mia mumbled out from under her sister’s gripping hug.  
 
    “Thank you so much Katrina,” Dreya turned to face her friend. 
 
    “Can everyone please stop thanking me?” Katrina threw her hands up in the air. “We need to move. Like right now.” 
 
    The drumming of the helicopter blades drowned out the sound of the machine guns in the sky. Natalie tried to put the child on the aircraft, but the screaming boy wouldn’t let go of her shirt. Dr. C pulled her up the ramp into the back.  
 
    “There is not enough room,” Natalie screamed at the doctor.  
 
    “I’ll get off,” Dr. C said. “Then the Admiral can fit.” 
 
    “We can fit him without the wheelchair,” a Corpsman holding an IV bag of a patient behind the doctor yelled. “We need you ma’am. You need to stay here.” 
 
    Rose stood in front of the old man to lift him as Dreya helped from behind. 
 
    Admiral Neil turned and grabbed Dreya’s arm. “Leave me here,” he barked at her. Dreya tried to soothe the man, but he turned to the Corpsman with the IV bags. “Take her instead,” he said as he roughly pushed Rose forward. “That is an order son.” 
 
    The Corpsman replied, “Yes sir,” and held onto Rose with one arm as she tried to break free. 
 
    The Admiral fell hard back into his wheelchair and Katrina rushed to catch it.  
 
    “Get me a gun,” he commanded Katrina. 
 
    She turned to Mia. “Ask the pilot for a pistol. Tell him the Admiral wants it.” Mia took off running to the front of the aircraft. 
 
    “You need to come with us,” Dr. C tried to reason. “You’ll die here if you don’t.” 
 
    “When I die, I’m going on my own terms.” The Admiral glared at her and Dr. C shook her head. Dreya and Katrina rolled the Admiral’s wheelchair back down off the ramp as Mia ran over with the pilot’s 9mm. She placed it in the Admiral’s lap to calm him down. 
 
    “Katrina,” Natalie screamed as she tossed her keys to the girl. “The gun safe key is green. Take my Jeep. It’s in the garage. Hurry. Get somewhere safe.” Katrina grabbed the keys midair and they rushed away from the rising helicopter. 
 
    When the aircraft was in the sky, Katrina turned to look at the destruction that occurred in a matter of minutes. The administration buildings and cafeteria were burning to the ground. The main base entrance was a gaping hole with some of the civilian vehicles thrown to their side. The Osprey from the hospital headed south as the remaining Cobras stopped firing and went North. 
 
    The enemy planes regrouped and rained fire down on the remaining structures. The whistle from the rocket headed toward the hospital snapped Katrina out of her daze. She pushed the Admiral’s wheelchair behind a parked ambulance as the rocket made impact. The right wing of the hospital buckled and erupted in flames. 
 
    “We need to go now,” Katrina yelled at Dreya. 
 
    “Leave me here,” Admiral Neil commanded as the girls tried to maneuver his wheelchair down the street. 
 
    “Please Admiral,” Dreya cried. “We can get you somewhere safe.” 
 
    “God damnit,” the Admiral spit. “Leave me here. Let me fight.” 
 
    Katrina put her hand on Dreya’s back and shook her head. “Yes sir,” she said to him. “Is this spot okay?” 
 
    Admiral Neil grunted in response. “Now get those girls to safety,” he told Katrina. “I’ll cover you.” 
 
    Dreya tried to plead with the man but Mia dragged her away. The three of them took off running down the hill, heading to the family housing area. 
 
    Before they turned down the side street, Katrina heard the whistle of another rocket being dropped on the hospital. She looked back to see Admiral Neil holding the 9mm in his shaking, crooked hands as he fired off shots at the helicopter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Smoke filled the sky and the sun turned red again. The girls ran down the empty streets of houses abandoned minutes earlier. Doors were left open, bags dropped on lawns. Please let them all be safe, Katrina prayed as they turned onto Natalie’s street. 
 
    The planes had destroyed the air field and most of the military structures. Katrina looked over her shoulder to see them flying toward the family housing buildings.  
 
    Dreya burst through the door of Natalie’s house. 
 
    “Get food,” Katrina told her. “Fast.” Mia ran to the kitchen with her sister as Katrina bolted up the stairs to find the gun safe. She found the safe in the bedroom closet and quickly pulled out the .30-30 Winchester along with a box of bullets. 
 
    Dreya and Mia opened the garage door. Katrina started the engine of the grey Jeep Cherokee and the sisters jumped inside. The tires squealed as she threw the Jeep in reverse, backing out down the driveway. With her foot slammed on the gas, she raced through the residential roads and out the side gate of the base. 
 
    “Want me to try and shoot the planes?” Mia asked from the backseat. 
 
    “With what?” Katrina’s face contorted in sadness. “The rifle? That wouldn’t do any good. You’d just waste ammunition.” 
 
    “Gah,” Mia groaned. “I just want to do something.” Katrina could feel the girl’s leg bouncing on the floorboard behind her. She looked over to see Dreya’s right foot digging into the floor too, willing the Jeep to go faster. 
 
    * 
 
    Katrina drove the Jeep into the next valley, hitting 120mph on the open desert road. The smoke from the burning base was far over the mountain ridge before she dared to slow down. All three girls were shaking. 
 
    “Did they just let us go?” Dreya asked as she turned around in her seat. “How did they not see the vehicle moving?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe there were a bunch of people still escaping and they couldn’t hit us all.” Katrina held firmly to the steering wheel. “Whatever it was, we have got to stop pressing our luck.” 
 
    “I assume you want to go to the cabin now.” Dreya had been silently crying as she stared out the window, but her voice sounded strong again. 
 
    “Not yet.” Katrina got off the side road and pulled back onto the two lane desert highway. “I have something that I need to do first.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell us what that is?” Mia leaned forward, putting her head over the front center console.  
 
    “Um. I can’t right now. It’s kind of a surprise.” 
 
    Mia blew out a heated breath. “I am so over surprises.” 
 
    “To be honest. I don’t know what it is. My dad told me to go somewhere and meet some guy.” Katrina glanced at the dashboard. The tank was a quarter full. “We are going to need gas before then though.” 
 
    “Well you missed the signs pointing to a rest stop five miles ago,” Dreya said. 
 
    “There is another place coming up that is more off the grid than that stop was. I think we can make it there,” Katrina smiled at her friend. 
 
    “What if Jayden can’t find the cabin?” Dreya whispered as she looked back out the window.  
 
    “They will get there if they are okay.” Katrina’s voice was blunt. She’d shown James where the cabin was on a map. He’d know how to get there, right? Hopefully this Hawthorne thing wouldn’t take too long. All she wanted, once again, was to get to the cabin and put this whole mess behind her. 
 
    The sound of plastic crinkling in the backseat brought Katrina out of her head. 
 
    “How can you eat right now?” Dreya turned to look at her little sister.  
 
    Mia held up a cookie apologetically and handed it to her. “Natalie had Oreos. Gosh I love that woman.” The girls laughed and finished off the entire package as the needle on the gas gauge dipped into the red. 
 
    * 
 
    “Up ahead is an old gas station.” Katrina stopped laughing. “Mia get the rifle ready. Let’s hope we don’t have to use your skills.”  
 
    “We can’t get gas from the pumps.” Dreya eyed her. “The power is out over here. Unless they have a generator like base.”  
 
    “True,” Katrina smiled. “But I’m hoping that we have some options. Either we find a way to siphon gas from a vehicle left there. Or we can pop the cover off the manhole and maybe siphon from there.” 
 
    “And this is why we love her,” Mia grinned. “She knows all sorts of information that would be useless unless the world ended.” 
 
    Katrina pulled the Jeep into the dirt lot and parked beside the old metal cylinder pump. There were no vehicles around the building. “Option 2,” Katrina said as she got out of the Jeep to look for the fuel cover.  
 
    The dirty window of the small store displayed porcelain dolls, cheap plastic toys, and bags of chips. The surrounding landscape was empty except for this tiny outpost. They must have made a killing off stranded motorists, Katrina thought.   
 
    She spotted the cover to the fuel storage and opened the back of the Jeep to find a crow bar. The sound of bells from the front door of the shop froze Katrina’s muscles. “Someone’s here,” she whispered as she started to lower the door. 
 
    “Maybe they have a generator.” Mia tried to smile. 
 
    “Stay down,” Katrina warned as she slammed the back door closed. 
 
    “You planning on paying for some gas girl?” A man’s voice called out from the building. Katrina peeked around the pump to see a large man in a stained white t-shirt and grey spiked hair pointing a rifle in her direction.  
 
    “Yes sir,” Katrina called back as she tried to quell the rising panic in her chest. “Not exactly with money though. I have some stuff to trade.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you do.” The man laughed as he rubbed his protruding belly. “Well fill her up and bring your trade here so I can have a look-see.”  
 
    Katrina unscrewed the gas cap and put the nozzle in the tank. When the gas started flowing, she opened the driver door and motioned for Mia to keep the rifle down. “Keep watch,” she whispered to them. “And hand me your sleeping system from your pack.” 
 
    Mia shook her head no. “Gunny Drake will kill me!” 
 
    “It’s the only thing we have of value to trade. I promise there is more at the cabin.” 
 
    “You better not be trying any funny stuff,” the man from the shop yelled. “I’ll shoot your tires out and take everything you got if you do.” 
 
    Mia reluctantly handed her the bag and Katrina walked from behind the pump, out into the open. 
 
    The man kept his rifle pointed at her head. He sized her up and then licked his lips noisily as he looked her back down again. Katrina’s stomach rolled and she swallowed back bile while she tried to keep a straight face.  
 
    “I have a military grade sleeping bag and liner for you. It’s top quality, worth more than the gas.” 
 
    “Well now,” the man smiled showing his blackened teeth, “I’m not so sure that equates being as the nuclear explosions and inflation make my gas a rarity.” 
 
    “I can find something else,” Katrina nodded. “How much more do you think you’ll need?” 
 
    “A lot more,” the man smirked. 
 
    “I’ll go check what else I’ve got.” Katrina began to walk to the vehicle. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he laughed. Katrina paused in confusion. She turned to face the man just as he reached out a grimy hand and grabbed a fistful of her hair. “I’ll take all of you in…” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    The man’s head exploded as his large form toppled to the ground. 
 
    “Thank you, Mia!” Katrina screamed as she raced back to the Jeep and threw it into gear. 
 
    “Ugh. That guy was so creepy.” Dreya shivered as she watched the rear window to see if anyone was following them. 
 
    “I’m just grateful your sister is such a good shot.” Katrina shook off the feeling of his hand in her hair. “But yeah, that was pretty awful.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Katrina pulled the Jeep onto a back road that cut behind some farmland. “We will be there in about two hours.” 
 
    “Those mountains look like the ones we hiked in,” Mia said pointing to the ridge up ahead.  
 
    “They are,” Katrina beamed. “You remember.” 
 
    “I remember the town too.” Mia looked nervously out the windows. “Wasn’t it somewhere around here?” 
 
    Katrina felt the memory wash over her of kneeling in the desert waiting to be shot. She quickly pushed it away. “We are avoiding that area at all costs.” 
 
    * 
 
    Acres of sagebrush and desert spread out in all directions of the valley that held the town of Hawthorne.  
 
    “These little hills look so weird.” Dreya squinted as she tried to process the landscape. 
 
    “That’s because they aren’t hills,” Katrina said as she drove past them to the Army Depot. “They are underground bunkers.” 
 
    Dreya turned suddenly in her seat to face her. “Katrina, what are we doing here?” She glanced back at her little sister who was busy watching the man altered topography. “This seems dangerous. What are you getting us into?” she whispered. 
 
    “I seriously don’t know,” Katrina whispered back. “My dad made me promise that if the new government broke through Southern California then I needed to go to Hawthorne to meet a guy.” 
 
    Dreya sighed. “I guess we don’t have a choice then. Just don’t get my sister hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t think my dad would ask me to do something that dangerous.” Katrina pulled the Jeep through the Army gatepost. There were no guards at the station, so she creeped the vehicle through the concrete barriers. The small base seemed abandoned. 
 
    She parked the Jeep and the girls climbed out. A large tumbleweed blew down the road. 
 
    “Now that is cliché,” Mia commented as the dead plant rolled away. 
 
    “No one is here,” Dreya said as she put her hand on her sister’s head to quiet her down. “What do we do?” 
 
    “We wait I guess.” Katrina shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    * 
 
    After a few hours, Katrina moved the vehicle further away from the main road. The sun set and they laid down the backseat of the Jeep. Dreya pulled out cans of soup which they ate after warming for a few minutes on the engine. 
 
    “Remember the marmot?” Katrina laughed. 
 
    “I remember the rabbit was better,” Mia said as she drained the last drops of broth from the can. They let the heater run inside the Jeep for a few more minutes. Then they unzipped Mia’s sleeping bag to form a large blanket which they shared while laying in the back.  
 
    Mia was soon snoring, and Katrina felt her head pounding as she released the tension from the day. Her eyes closed heavily. Dreya rustled the blanket as she rolled away from her sister to face Katrina. 
 
    “Are you asleep?” she whispered. 
 
    “Not anymore,” Katrina groaned. 
 
    “Good.” Dreya said. “Listen. I don’t think we should go to the cabin. I know it’s a safe place, but we still have work to do. After we handle whatever this is, I think we should get to the base in Arizona to go help Natalie and Rose.” 
 
    Katrina murmured as she tried to open her eyes and process what she was hearing. “Can’t we just be done with this all?” She blinked. “I’m getting really tired of everything.” 
 
    “You haven’t picked a side yet.” Dreya put her arm under her head to use as a pillow. “I have. I want to help.” 
 
    “I have picked a side,” Katrina protested. “I am choosing to support the people I love. But I also am tired of bad things happening and I don’t want any of you to get hurt.” 
 
    “Well that’s kind of the thing.” Dreya closed her eyes. “I might need real doctors soon.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Katrina asked, fully awake. 
 
    “I think so. For right now. But in about nine months I won’t be.” 
 
    Katrina’s eyes almost popped out of her head as she sat up. “Dreya!” 
 
    “Shh,” Dreya whispered as she pulled her back down. “Don’t wake Mia. I don’t want to tell her yet.” 
 
    “How long have you known?” Katrina laid back on the Jeep bed. 
 
    “Just a little while. I took the test three days before the enemy planes came.” 
 
    “Holy hell. What do we do?” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out, but I think the safest place for me would be at the hospital.” 
 
    Katrina nodded as she wrapped the corner of the sleeping bag around her shoulder. “You’re going to make a great mom.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Dreya yawned. “But I need to sleep now.” 
 
    “Get some rest.” Katrina scooted closer to keep her warm. “You’re doing something big now.” Dreya’s breathing steadied as she drifted away. 
 
    Katrina stared at the ceiling for hours. This is bad. So freaking bad. How are we going to handle this? The world has gone down the drain. This is no place to raise an infant. Oh… but there is going to be a little baby. 
 
    * 
 
    A loud knocking on the back window woke the girls up. The morning sun shone weakly through the glass and Katrina could see her breath in the air. She instinctively sat upright and put her arm across Dreya- and the baby- to keep them down. Mia grabbed the rifle and was pulling it onto her lap. 
 
    “Put it down and come out here ladies,” a raspy man’s voice barked from outside of the Jeep. “I just want to know what you are doing here.” 
 
    Katrina looked to Mia. “It might be him. Stay inside. I’ll go out and talk.” Mia nodded. Katrina climbed into the front seat. She tucked her hair behind her ears and reached for the door handle. Her teeth felt gritty. Her mouth was dry. 
 
    The cold morning air hit her like a freezing whip. She pulled her hands into her thin sweater sleeves and crossed her arms over her chest. “Morning,” she smiled. “How can I help you?” 
 
    The old man wore a pair of overalls underneath a heavy Carhart jacket. His boots were military issued and beaten up, Katrina noted, but his beard was long. 
 
    “I think that is my question kid.” He did not look amused. “Want to tell me why you thought it was a good idea to camp out on an Army base?” 
 
    “Seemed safe.” Katrina shrugged. “Plus we were waiting for someone to meet us.” 
 
    “Who?” The man stepped closer to the Jeep as Katrina took a step back. 
 
    “1st Sergeant Warner. Well, he was a 1st Sgt. once upon a time.” 
 
    “Is that so?” The man rubbed his bearded chin. “And who told you to meet this 1st Sgt.?” 
 
    “My dad did.” Katrina shivered. “Sgt. Major Floyd.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that Floyd sent a little girl out here for this?” the man huffed. “I don’t believe that for a second. You and your two girlfriends need to get out of here.” 
 
    Katrina looked at the fogged windows of the Jeep. She couldn’t see inside. The man had to have been watching them since last night. 
 
    “Wait 1st Sgt. Warner,” Katrina called as the man walked to his truck. “My dad said to tell you about the day I was born.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” The man paused but didn’t turn around. 
 
    “The day I was born, my dad came running into your office to tell you his wife was in labor. You barely looked up as he bounced anxiously from foot to foot. Finally, you leaned back in your chair and said, “I suppose you want the day off then.” My dad was so nervous he laughed. “I’m not sure what I should ask for,” he said. You glared at him and said, “take a half day.” He ran out the door and made it to the hospital just in time.” Katrina raised her sweater covered hands up. “The dramatic story of my birth.”  
 
    The 1st Sgt. coughed, and Katrina heard the faintest chuckle behind the noise. The man pivoted to face her before squatting down and putting his head in his hands. “Damnit Floyd,” he groaned. “Is your dad okay?” 
 
    Katrina nodded. “He is up in Washington fighting. The government took Pendleton and blew up 29 Palms. The men went to Barstow to head them off there.” 
 
    The 1st Sgt. stood. “That means they are hungry. Good. But they’ll come here next. You ready to do this?” He looked over to the Jeep. “You know you shouldn’t have brought those girls.” 
 
    “I had no other option.” She looked at the ground. “The base was being bombed and they are my friends. I couldn’t leave them behind.” 
 
    The 1st Sgt. grunted. “Well follow me then. I’ve got to make a quick radio call and we will get started.” 
 
    “Alright 1st Sgt.,” Katrina said as she walked back to the warmth of the Jeep. “What is it that we are doing exactly?” 
 
    1st Sgt. Warner made a noise somewhere between disbelief and exasperation. “I guess you’ll find out in a minute.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Two semitrucks came down the main highway. 1st Sgt. Warner pulled his pickup truck out on the road ahead of them and Katrina followed with the Jeep. They turned down a dirt road and carefully avoided the washed out ruts until the pickup parked in front of a hill shaped bunker.  
 
    Katrina, Dreya, and Mia climbed out of the Jeep and walked up to Warner. The sun had begun to melt the morning frost and the old bunker door glistened from the moisture. Two men came over from the semis and looked uncomfortably at one another when they saw the girls. 
 
    “Is this for real?” the man with the backwards ballcap asked. 
 
    “I was hoping he’d send me a team and he sent me the powderpuff girls instead.” The 1st Sgt. shook his head. Katrina’s cheeks turned red. 
 
    “We can do anything you need us to do.” Mia squared her shoulders. “So quit yapping and let’s get started with whatever this is.” 
 
    The 1st Sgt. chuckled, and the men joined his laughter. “Alright kid,” he said as he opened the lock. “Might as well get what we can.” 
 
    He pulled up the metal door to expose a cylinder shaped bunker tucked deep in the ground. Rows of cases lined the walls, each was marked with a serial number stamped on the side. 
 
    Katrina walked deeper into the room and let her eyes adjust to the dark. “What is all this?” 
 
    “Contingency plans. The key to winning the rebellion. Another apocalypse.” The 1st Sgt. shrugged. “Take your pick of the name you want to call it. The government has been stockpiling weapons of mass destruction and ammunition in these bunkers since World War 2. The Resistance fought to gain control of this area so that the government rats couldn’t get their hands on this. If they broke through Southern California, that means they are coming to get it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they come to get this first?” Katrina spun around to face him. 
 
    “They are heading to Barstow to get the stockpiles of rations. Which means they are hungry and that’s good. It shows we are winning.” Warner looked Katrina in the eyes. “If they get control of this, we lose.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mia called from the doorway. “Let’s go then. We need to move it all. Like now.” 
 
    “I like her.” Warner smiled. “But it’s not going to be that simple.” 
 
    Katrina shook her head. “There are miles of bunkers here. How are we ever going to get this all?” 
 
    “Now you see what I see.” Warner smirked. “The forklifts will be here soon. We’ll get as much out as we can. Till then, start moving these crates here. We don’t want them using mustard gas on us, do we?” He grabbed a case and winked at her. “Guess your dad thinks you are a hard worker, eh?” 
 
    Yeah, Katrina thought as she lifted a heavy container. Thanks Dad. 
 
    * 
 
    Katrina watched Dreya nervously all morning and helped anytime she lifted something too heavy. 
 
    “I’m not going to break,” Dreya finally whispered. “Stop worrying about me.” 
 
    By the time the forklifts arrived, the girls and men were drenched in sweat. The forklifts moved missiles and a nuclear warhead from another bunker and put it in the back of the semi. In the middle of the day, a woman drove up with food that Katrina barely tasted. That evening she returned with more food and three more men to help. 
 
    “Where were you all at?” Katrina asked as she chewed a mouthful of her hamburger. “This place was a ghost town when we drove up.” 
 
    1st Sgt. Warner rubbed his lower back. “Watching. Waiting. We wanted it to seem abandoned so if aerial cameras or drones happened to look, the government wouldn’t think there was an immediate need to attack.” 
 
    They continued to work until after the sun went down, using the headlights from the vehicles to guide the way. The first semi was sealed off once they packed it full. 
 
    “Take a break,” Warner told the girls and loading crew who were tottering on their feet. “Tomorrow will be an easier day.” 
 
    Katrina, Dreya, and Mia crawled into the back of the Jeep. They snuggled close together and fell asleep almost instantly. 
 
    * 
 
    Katrina woke up a few hours later. Her muscles were screaming out in pain. She quietly climbed out of the vehicle to stretch because she didn’t want to risk waking Dreya. 
 
    The second semi had been moved across the field. Katrina walked through the goat heads and sagebrush in the grey early morning light until she reached the truck. 1st Sgt. Warner was moving slowly as he continued to stack more crates. 
 
    “Did you sleep?” Katrina asked. The man grunted in response. She looked in the back of the semi and noticed it was more than half way full already. Katrina grabbed another crate and began loading. 
 
    “We aren’t going to be able to get all of these bunkers,” Katrina said as she stacked the next case. 
 
    “No, we won’t.” Warner let out a heavy breath. “But you do the best with what you have.” 
 
    “We can get more semis here,” Katrina said in confusion. “Radio for more help.” 
 
    “It’s likely that we are running out of time.” He removed his jacket and laid it on the truck’s step rail. “And I only have two drivers for two trucks.” He moved to get another box. 
 
    “I can drive a big truck,” Katrina said proudly. “So I can drive another one for you.”  
 
    “Yep.” The 1st Sgt. stretched out his shoulders. “You’re my second driver.” He pointed to himself and back to her. “One. Two.” 
 
    “What if I couldn’t drive the truck?” Katrina stared at the man, the lines of her forehead creasing.  
 
    “Well then I probably would have strangled Floyd with my bare hands.” 
 
    The puzzle pieces slid into place as her brain caught up. “Two drivers. Me and you. No one else will know where we are moving this to.” 
 
    “Bingo.” He grunted as he lifted another box. 
 
    She shook off the confusion and rushed to help. “Are we leaving the trucks somewhere?” 
 
    “Too dangerous. We have to empty them and hide this.” 
 
    “But we can’t unload all this by ourselves,” Katrina said as she helped him fit the crate against the truck wall. 
 
    Warner rubbed his shoulder and she saw a hint of pain flick across his face. “I’m trying to figure that out now. I might blindfold them or throw them in the back. I guess we could always just shoot them after we are finished.” 
 
    Katrina’s jaw dropped. “That isn’t funny.” 
 
    “No?” He laughed. “I kind of thought it was.” 
 
    “Dreya and Mia won’t say anything,” Katrina huffed.  
 
    “I’m sure they wouldn’t now. Just like you wouldn’t say anything. But now isn’t what I’m concerned with. In the right circumstances, under extreme pressure, everybody breaks. The more people who know where we are moving it to, the greater the liability.” 
 
    “Well then, I could get captured or even you…” Katrina’s voice trailed off as she thought through the situation. “That is why you are out here and not fighting with the Resistance, isn’t it? Anyone can guard this place, but you know the secrets. It’s harder to catch you if you are in hiding.” Warner nodded as he continued to work. 
 
    “But I can’t go into hiding,” Katrina stuttered. “I just promised Dreya that I’d bring her back to the base in Arizona.” 
 
    “Well you better explain things to her fast because you don’t have another choice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The rest of the crew joined Katrina and 1st Sgt. Warner. Dreya looked embarrassed as she pulled up in the Jeep with Mia hours later. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” she whispered to Katrina. “I just couldn’t wake up for some reason.”  
 
    Katrina looked to Dreya’s tiny waist and back up to her eyes. “It is definitely not your fault. You need the sleep. Do you want me to say you’re sick so that you can go lay back down?” 
 
    Dreya shook her head. “I’ll be fine. It looks like you are almost done anyway. Let’s just hurry up and finish.” The girls worked side by side. Katrina made sure to grab the heavier equipment from Dreya despite her looks of annoyance. 
 
    The woman who came with the food the day before reappeared in her Station Wagon carrying a tray of biscuit sandwiches. Warner lowered the door of the semi and bolted it shut. 
 
    “Just in time.” He winked at her as he reached under the foil for some food. She quickly whispered in his ear and he stood up straight. “It’s time to leave. Get your chow to go.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Katrina asked as she stood up from the ground. 
 
    “We just got word that Barstow is struggling to hold them off. Unless the Sgt. Major’s team gets there in time, they don’t think they’ll make it.” 
 
    “What do you want us to do Dad?” one of the men asked. 
 
    Katrina did a doubletake as she looked at the men who had driven over the semitrucks the previous day. They both had the same shape to their nose that Warner had. This mean old man has a family? Katrina stared in disbelief. I did not see that coming. 
 
    “Excuse me Miss,” Warner said as he took off the woman’s apron. “It’s not your favorite so I hope you don’t mind if I cut it up.” 
 
    The woman laughed as he untied the strings. Then she kissed him goodbye before she left in her vehicle. 
 
    Katrina’s mind was blown. “Did you see that?” she whispered to Dreya. 
 
    “I can’t believe it either,” she laughed. “It’s a weird world we live in.” 
 
    “Listen to me.” 1st Sgt. Warner regained his calloused voice. “These are blindfolds. That means you are supposed to be blind. Do not look out. Do not try to remove them until you are told to do so.” He tied the material over his sons’ eyes first. “Knowing where this location is puts a mark on your back. And in the event of capture, you can potentially jeopardize the whole mission. I repeat, do not take these off.” 
 
    Warner tied the girls’ eyes and Katrina led them both by their hands up into the cab of the semi.  
 
    “Katrina.” Dreya sat awkwardly in the bucket seat. “Why don’t you have a blindfold on?” 
 
    “I guess this was a part of my dad’s plan. I am supposed to know where we are putting this stuff. Plus, he needed two drivers.” Katrina smirked as she started the engine. 
 
     “But that makes you a target,” Dreya gasped. “Stop this right now. I don’t want you to get hurt.” She reached up to untie her mask. 
 
    “Leave it there Dreya,” Katrina’s voice was stern. “I don’t have a choice. You always say that we have to help. This is how I help.” 
 
    “There has to be another way,” Mia said from the floor of the cab behind the seats. Katrina shook her head and then remembered that the girls couldn’t see her. 
 
    “No,” she said firmly. “This is the way it has to be. Get some sleep now. We still have to unload all of this when we stop.” 
 
    * 
 
    Katrina smiled as she looked at the drool leaking down Dreya’s chin. She had been following Warner’s truck for hours as they weaved further into the backcountry away from civilization. The last forty miles were driven on small dirt roads that led deep into the Mojave Desert. Nothing soft lived this far out. 
 
    She still didn’t know how she was going to break the news to Dreya that she couldn’t go with them to the base. Wait until later, Katrina pushed the thoughts away. Work first. 
 
    * 
 
    Warner began breaking a distance in advance to allow Katrina the time to stop. She turned off the engine and gently woke the girls. 
 
    “You can take your blindfolds off now,” she whispered.  
 
    “Where are we?” Mia yawned. “Or are we allowed to ask that?” 
 
    “The middle of nowhere.” Katrina climbed down from the cab of the truck. 
 
    In the clearing to the right sat a small backhoe and forklift. Dirt was piled into a hill overlooking a freshly dug pit.  
 
    “Who did this?” Katrina asked, eyeing the hole.  
 
    “I did,” Warner answered as he unlocked the back of the trucks. “I’ve been coming out here for a month now in order to get this ready. Sure glad I didn’t dig it too wide.” 
 
    It was faster unloading the cargo into the pit than it was loading it into the trucks. By nightfall they were exhausted and began to move slower. Warner tossed out bags of MREs. Mia licked the crumbs out the packet without complaint. Katrina’s feet dragged a path through the dirt as she shuffled between the vehicles and the hole. 
 
    Everyone had stopped talking hours earlier, communicating only in single syllables. Muscles and bones aching. Katrina noticed even her thoughts were speaking in caveman grunts. She worried about her friend, but Dreya didn’t utter a word of protest. 
 
    After the sun rose, the boys moved the last forklift haul containing the warhead into the pit. Then they drove the vehicle up the ramp into the back of the truck. Katrina, Dreya, and Mia collapsed in a heap on the ground. The 1st Sgt. started the backhoe as his sons came to sit next to the girls. Warner began moving the dirt to seal off the pit. 
 
    “He hasn’t slept in days.” Katrina watched him as he covered the cargo. 
 
    “That old man?” The son with the curling hair laughed. “He doesn’t sleep. He runs on cuss words and coffee.” 
 
    “My dad is like that too.” Katrina smiled. 
 
    “It seems like your dad trusts you more than ours trusts us. You didn’t have to wear a blindfold.” He threw a rock across the open field.  
 
    “It’s not that.” Katrina leaned back on her arms. “It’s that we will go separate ways. I’ll take the secret of this somewhere else while he keeps the secret there. It would be stupid to jeopardize his whole family. Your dad trusts you enough to need your help and that’s the highest honor we can get.” 
 
    Warner pulled the backhoe shakily up the ramp and then closed the back of the second truck. 
 
    “Well I don’t know how we did it, but we pulled it off.” 1st Sgt. Warner shook Katrina’s hand. 
 
    “I have no doubt that you could’ve pulled this off by yourself,” Katrina laughed. 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” Warner smiled. “But now I know there is one other unlucky S.O.B. to hold this secret. If something happens to me,” he paused as he looked back to his sons, “I know the Resistance still stands a chance.”  
 
    Katrina nodded and then climbed into the cab of the truck. She handed the blindfolds to Dreya and Mia. Then she made a big circle in the open desert before heading back the way they came from. At the highway, she sounded the horn. The 1st Sgt. drove back towards Hawthorne and Katrina headed north to the mountains. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    She drove in silence with the girls still blindfolded. Dreya was fast asleep and Katrina’s eyes were heavy as she struggled to keep them open. 
 
    “You still awake Mia?” Katrina’s voice sounded loud to her own ears. 
 
    “Yes,” Mia scooted forward across the floor. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I just need you to talk to me for a bit, so I don’t pass out.” 
 
    Mia told Katrina all about her first mission. She said she was so nervous until the helicopter touched down and then from somewhere deep in her brain the training kicked in. Her eyes were blazing with excitement and she blocked everything else out. The minute she landed on her ankle and heard the crunch, it was like the most embarrassing day of her life. 
 
    Katrina laughed and looked fondly at the girl. For all they had been through, she had come to think of Mia as her own little sister and she was proud of her. Katrina was going to miss the two of them so much. And the baby? Not that she ever liked kids, but she wanted to see what Dreya and Jayden’s baby looked like. 
 
    It had all seemed so simple that first night in the shelter. Leave everyone behind and get to the cabin. Now that this was exactly what she had to do, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to be alone anymore. What if I never see James again? What if I lose them all? A lump formed in her throat and she swallowed to clear it. I’ll deal with this later, she told herself once again. I don’t have another choice. 
 
    * 
 
    “Dreya,” Katrina said softly as she tried to wake her friend. The girl stirred. “You can both take your blindfolds off now. We are going to stop.” She pulled the semitruck onto the extended shoulder of the road and turned off the engine.  
 
    “Where are we?” Dreya asked as she removed the material from her face and untangled her hair from the knot. 
 
    “I used to live around here,” Katrina said as she searched the glove compartment for a paper and pen. “My dad said the area was abandoned.” 
 
    The girls looked out at the handful of buildings that lined Hwy 395 making up the small Eastern Sierra town. A light snow had fallen, dusting the roofs and the roads but allowing the bright lines of yellow to show through.  
 
    “Are we going to your old house?” Mia asked in amazement. 
 
    “No.” Katrina shook her head. “There is nothing there for me anymore.” 
 
    “Well why did we stop then?” Dreya raised an eyebrow as Katrina found what she was looking for. She hastily sketched a map onto the page. 
 
    “This is where I stop,” Katrina sighed. “This is how you get to the base in Arizona.” She put the map into Dreya’s hands. “I have to go up into the mountains.” 
 
    “Katrina,” Dreya cried. “This isn’t fair! You can’t just abandon us because you want to go to your stupid cabin.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Katrina stared out at the ghost town. “I’m not even sure if I want to go to the cabin anymore but I have to. I can’t risk getting captured. Maybe when my dad gets done with what he has to do, he’ll come get me and I can tell him where we moved the stuff. But for now, I have to keep the secret safe.” 
 
    “You don’t know how long that will take though.” Dreya rubbed her hands over her eyes. “You don’t even know if that will ever happen.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Mia looked at the two of them. “I thought we were going to the cabin anyway. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    Katrina saw the worry roll over her friend’s face and she tried to backtrack to save her. “The Resistance will need you two. They’ll need you to fight.” 
 
    “Oh,” Mia dramatically dragged out the word. “Yeah that’s dumb. You’ll need us too and we can’t abandon you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine Mia,” Katrina said through clenched teeth. “I need you to get your sister to the base in Arizona.” 
 
    “I’m missing something here, aren’t I?” Mia looked to her sister’s teary eyes and to Katrina’s white knuckles gripping the door handle. “Tell her she is being stupid, Dreya. We stick together as a group.”  
 
    Dreya exhaled loudly as she turned to face the window. “I need to get to the hospital. I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Katrina flinched at the word and felt the sharp intake of air as the younger sister’s anger began rising. 
 
    “You… have… got… to… be kidding me!” Mia screamed. “What is wrong with you? Why would you do this right now?” Every syllable came out a louder shriek.  
 
    The tears rolled down Dreya’s cheeks. “It’s not like I planned this.” 
 
    “But they have stuff to prevent this from happening!” Mia’s emotions filled the cab. 
 
    “Right. Because there is a gas station open on every corner during the apocalypse.” 
 
    “You are supposed to be the responsible one!” 
 
    Katrina opened the door.  
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” Mia turned her rage to Katrina. 
 
    “I’m just getting some fresh air. I’ll let you two talk for a minute.” Dreya’s eyes were pleading as Katrina shut the door behind her. She leaned against the side of the truck and inhaled the crisp fall mountain air. 
 
    Winter was hanging on autumn’s tail. There would be a lot of work to do at the cabin in order to get ready for the season, Katrina thought as she walked across the street. A Toyota 4Runner sat parked beside the local coffee shop. She opened the unlocked door but couldn’t find the keys. 
 
    Hoping the owner left them inside, she walked underneath the A-frame shaped sloping porch cover and entered the building. It was cold inside and empty of human trace, almost like an abandoned museum.  
 
    There were rows of decorative shelves containing artwork. Katrina noticed boxes of flies for fishing arranged delicately on one counter. She thumbed through the flies, carefully picking up a few to check the craftsmanship. One fly caught her attention because of the blue and black threads. 
 
    James might like this, Katrina thought as she put it in her pocket. He’ll come find me. I know he won’t leave me alone. Her heart hurt, but she raised her chin and set off to find the keys. 
 
    In the managers drawer, she found a set on a lanyard chain. She walked outside just as Mia was slamming the door to the semi shut. 
 
    “My niece or nephew is not growing up in a war zone,” Mia screamed as she marched across the street. “And that is final!” 
 
    A weight lifted from Katrina’s chest as she watched the little firecracker storm over to her. When she saw Dreya climb gingerly down from the truck and shrug, she knew that Mia had decided for them all. 
 
    “Find anything good in there?” Mia asked while looking over Katrina’s shoulder. She touched her pocket to make sure the fly was safely inside and then held up the car keys. “Let’s hope this one has gas,” Mia huffed as she climbed into the backseat.  
 
    Dreya gave Katrina a half smile as she slid into the passenger seat, avoiding eye contact with her little sister. Katrina looked to the snowpack on the mountain range behind her and let the wind dry the tears of gratitude that formed in her eyes. 
 
    “We need books,” Dreya mumbled as Katrina got behind the wheel. “Medical books. Childbirth books.” Mia groaned from the backseat. 
 
    “I, um.” Katrina started the engine. Three-quarters tank of gas she read. More than enough. “I don’t think we have childbirth books at the cabin, but there is a little library down the road. Let’s stop there.” 
 
    They drove down the unlined road and parked in a gravel lot. The library was locked, so Katrina threw a rock through the back window. She hoisted Mia inside and then ran to the front door to meet her.  
 
    While Dreya searched the medical textbooks, Katrina and Mia filled a bag of What to Expect books from the parenting shelves. Mia looked the other way as Katrina tossed in a few fiction novels. 
 
    “Is this stealing?” Dreya asked as she carried a stack of books to the vehicle. 
 
    “No.” Katrina put her bag in the back. “It’s borrowing. I have a library card somewhere.” The sound of breaking glass came from the front hall of the building. “That’s stealing though,” Katrina smirked as Mia raided the broken vending machine. 
 
    Dreya glared at her sister as she carried the snacks to the 4Runner and tossed them in the back. 
 
    “What?” Mia asked as she went back for the rest. 
 
    “Nothing,” Dreya snapped as she took a bag of cookies from her sister’s hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    They rode in the 4Runner through the winding canyon road and up Hwy 395 to the peak of the mountain ridge. The pine trees here were coated in a heavier snow and the road showed no sign of travel. Without the plows this year, they’d be trapped in the cabin for the winter. 
 
    Katrina sighed as she explained the long season ahead of them. It would be dangerous and hard to survive, but they could do it. The girls silently stared out the windows at the river running past. 
 
    “Do you mind if we make a pit stop?” Mia finally spoke. “I’d like to go see how Tom and his family are. See if they made it.” 
 
    Dreya rolled her eyes. “You just want to go see how Tripp is.” 
 
    Mia glared at the back of her sister’s head. “So, what if I do? You are the last person on earth who should be lecturing me on boys right now.” Dreya tried to jump out of her seat to reach Mia but the belt held her in place. 
 
    “Hang on,” Katrina laughed. “That might not be a bad idea. It’d be nice to talk to Sophie and ask her some questions, don’t you think?” Dreya crossed her arms and mumbled “yes” as she went back to watching the river. 
 
    An hour later, they drove up the same mountain pass road that they’d driven down in the Humvee on their way back to the shelter. Katrina looked over to the ridge that hid her cabin. Five months had passed since she laid there beaten in the street. She remembered the choice to turn back for her friends and James’ face as it all happened. It was a split second decision, but one she clung to ever since. 
 
    The 4Runner crept slowly down the main street. Katrina parked in front of the Cape Cod style home that was built into the mountain. Nothing in the area moved. 
 
    “It looks abandoned,” Dreya whispered. 
 
    “We thought that once before. Maybe we are wrong again.” Katrina opened the door and stepped outside. It was easily ten degrees colder up here than it was back at the town. She zipped her thin jacket up to her chin and put her hands in her pockets. 
 
    “What do we do?” Mia asked as she came to stand beside her. 
 
    “Knock I guess.” Katrina shivered. “And hope that someone is home.” The girls crossed the sidewalk and climbed up the steep driveway to the front door. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” a man’s voice called out before they reached the porch. 
 
    Katrina turned to see Tom holding his rifle in one hand and a string of dead rabbits in the other. Ziggy leaned against the tree beside him. 
 
    “The dandelions survived,” Ziggy said with a smile on his lips. He wore a coonskin hat with a tail over his dreadlocks. “Some of you at least. Where are the rest?” 
 
    “We have so much to tell you,” Dreya gushed. Her foul mood had lifted at the sight of the men. “I’m so happy you both are okay. Is Sophie here?” 
 
    “She is downstairs with Claire I presume.” Tom’s eyes sparkled. “She is going to be so happy to see you too. It tore her up how you kids had to leave, and she won’t quit blaming herself.” 
 
    “It wasn’t her fault,” Katrina said. “It wasn’t any of your faults. We don’t blame you in the slightest.” 
 
    “She’ll be happy to hear that.” Tom walked up to the porch. “Come on inside. You girls look like you’re freezing out here.” 
 
    Tom led them through the house, a museum of a woman who no longer lived here, and down the wooden steps into the cellar. Katrina saw a golden haired little girl rocking on her feet as she tried to stand. The baby fell down on her backside as Tom entered the room and squealed as she clapped for him. 
 
    “Aye!” Sophie made a high pitched primal noise as she saw the girls come in. Claire looked to her mother and let out a fearful cry at the sound. Sophie threw her stitching to the side and scooped up the baby as she rushed to wrap Dreya in a hug with her free arm. Tears rolled down Dreya’s cheeks and Sophie wiped them away. 
 
    “What’s wrong love?” Sophie’s face was full of concern. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m just so happy,” Dreya sobbed. Katrina and Mia looked at her like she had two heads. Ziggy pushed past them and walked over to the seating area. He laid down on one of the floor pillows. Sophie gave Dreya a knowing smile and led her over to the kitchen area. 
 
    The room looked mostly the same as it did when they had last seen it. Pillows were scattered about the dirt floor, camping lanterns casted pockets of light, and the screen dividers sectioned off the sleeping quarters. The main section now had a small kerosene heater, but the rest looked unchanged. 
 
    “You guys probably don’t have to live down here anymore if you don’t want to,” Katrina said. 
 
    “We know.” Tom took a seat next to Ziggy on the ground. “A month or so ago, some military guys with the Resistance came to offer us assistance. They said we could leave if we want to, but we are doing just fine without them. We like what we have here.” 
 
    Katrina nodded. “I figured that was the case. It’s good to know you are doing well. I was worried that we brought the government to your doorstep.” 
 
    Tom waved his hand in a dismissive motion. “Tell me what has been happening with you all. Where are the boys that were here with you? Jayden, and what was that paranoid kid’s name?” 
 
    Katrina smiled as she remembered how standoffish he had been. “James,” she said quietly. “And we hope they are okay. We haven’t heard from them. They are off fighting with the Resistance.” 
 
    “Ah, the Resistance.” Ziggy sat up. “A bunch of traitors fighting against the government. I like them. But why are you here instead of there?” 
 
    Katrina looked over to Dreya and Sophie whispering in the corner. “The base we were at got blown up. The new government pushed their way through Southern California and took out the military installation down there. But most of the troops were fighting in Washington on a mission.” 
 
    “I see,” Ziggy said as he put his hands in his lap. “That still doesn’t answer my question. Why are you here instead of there?” 
 
    Mia looked to Katrina as she answered. “I had to do something for the Resistance and now I have to go into hiding. My dad and I have a cabin over the next mountain ridge. We will be staying there for a while.” 
 
    Ziggy pushed his lips together and nodded, staring with his bright eyes into Katrina’s soul. She uncomfortably shifted on the pillow and looked to the floor. “And what you had to do was dangerous enough to warrant going into isolation?” he continued to probe.  
 
    Katrina nodded. 
 
    “So much for these dandelions doing what they were told.” Ziggy put his hand under his chin. “Do these girls know you are putting them in danger by bringing them along?” 
 
    “We do,” Mia retorted. “We are in this together and we would never leave Katrina alone.” 
 
    “And does the pregnant one feel the same?” Ziggy glanced over to Dreya. 
 
    “Is he a psychic or something?” Mia angrily whispered into Katrina’s ear. 
 
    “No,” she sighed. “He’s a shrink remember?” 
 
    “A shrink with abnormally good hearing.” Ziggy winked. 
 
    “I’m fine with it.” Dreya glared from across the room. Ziggy laughed as he laid back down. 
 
    “Fascinating,” he said. 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble.” Tom looked to his friend. “But what can we do to help?” 
 
    “Nothing right now.” Katrina smiled. “We will be on our way soon and we wouldn’t put your family in harm’s way. But would you mind if we popped in from time to time? And possibly borrowed Sophie for a bit if we are still here in nine months?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sophie answered for Tom. “I’ll do anything I can to help. But there has to be something else we can do for you.” 
 
    “Actually, there is.” Mia leaned forward, her eyes never leaving Ziggy. “Could you tell me where Tripp is? I’d like to see him.” The old hippie on the floor burst out laughing. “What’s so funny?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s just the way of life.” Ziggy wiped the tears from his eyes as he chuckled. “Teenage hormones. That’s a whole world of trouble.” 
 
    Tom smiled at the girls. “He will be back soon. Do you want to wait here?” 
 
    “Of course they will wait,” Sophie said. “They need something to eat and we need to find them some warmer clothes.”  
 
    * 
 
    Sophie loaded the 4Runner with jackets and sleeping bags they had scavenged from the abandoned homes. The Levi man’s family came out to meet them and offered gallons of water from their well. 
 
    “We do have supplies at the cabin,” Katrina remarked, feeling uncomfortable with all the attention. “But we could always use more. Thank you for this.” 
 
    Tripp came home just as the girls were leaving. His hair was still a shaggy mess, but his chest and shoulders were wider. Katrina smiled as she saw Mia’s cheeks flush while she walked to greet him. 
 
    “Not too far,” Dreya called after her. Mia turned and pointed to her sister’s stomach before flipping her hair as she closed in on the nervous boy. Katrina laughed, but her heart felt hollow. She reached down and touched the fly in her pocket. 
 
    Dreya and Katrina climbed into the 4Runner to wait. 
 
    “Should we pull her away?” Katrina finally asked. 
 
    “Give her a few more minutes,” Dreya said as she watched her sister awkwardly trying to flirt. “I can’t believe we are actually doing this. Like we are actually going to the cabin right now. It feels so surreal.” 
 
    “I know,” Katrina said. “Are you sure you’re okay with it?” 
 
    “I don’t really have a choice now, do I?” Dreya smiled. “Mia’s right though. As much as I want Jayden or a clean hospital to give birth in, I couldn’t imagine doing this without you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Katrina looked back to Mia. “Thank you for being my friend.” 
 
    Mia leaned over and planted a kiss on the stunned boy’s lips. Katrina slammed her palm on the horn, causing the two kids to jump and Dreya to start laughing. 
 
    “Sorry,” Katrina chuckled. “I guess I have more of my dad in me than I thought.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
     
 
    They drove slowly down the mountain and back onto the highway. Thirty minutes later, Katrina pulled the 4Runner up a small unlined road which led deep into the woods. The turnoff to the dirt road was unmarked, and she drove graded switchbacks up the mountainside. 
 
    The pine trees canopied the road and Katrina had to get out twice to move fallen timber from their path. 
 
    “Look.” She pointed down in the valley below them. 
 
    “No,” Dreya groaned with her head in her hands. “Looking makes me want to vomit.” 
 
    “What are we looking at?” Mia’s face was pressed against the glass. Creeping between the sagebrush and trees was a large animal. “What is it?” Mia screamed when she finally saw it. 
 
    “It’s a mountain lion,” Katrina laughed. 
 
    The road they traveled grew even smaller as they turned onto the path that was no more than ruts carved in the earth. Katrina remembered all the trips she’d made coming here as a child. 
 
    She’d have her backpack full of books and toys. Her dad would have the truck filled with supplies. The two of them would camp out here for weeks at a time. They’d stock firewood, fix up the cabin, and play in the forest. At night her father would make dinner, then they’d play cards or dance to old time music on the radio if the signal was strong enough. 
 
    Some nights, she would agonize over the books her father taught her to read. Sounding out the phonetic slurs in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer or using a dictionary to understand the words in Little Women. He was patient with her questions, and he taught her to enjoy the solitude. 
 
    Looking at Dreya and Mia made Katrina smile. Life is a whole lot better with friends, Dad. 
 
    She drove over the small creek bridge they’d built with wooden planks and into the cleared opening of trees. There the cabin sat. Katrina let out a breath of relief.  
 
    Dreya stared at the building. “For the record, I’d call this more of a shack than a cabin.” 
 
    “But it’s so cute!” Mia squealed. 
 
    The structure stood on a foundation of logs that her father had found while hunting one day. Katrina would pretend that an old settler family lost on their way out west had decided to live there happily among the woodland creatures.  
 
    The Sgt. Major had cut more wood to add to the existing frame and slowly built up the log cabin. They plastered the inside and laid weather resistant flooring. The front porch had a sloping roof held up by unfinished pine poles. The cabin roof pointed high into an A shape to allow the snow to slide down in the winter.  
 
    There was an aboveground cellar attached to the side of the house which kept the extra food away from the bears. It’d be empty now, Katrina thought. But in time she would fill it. 
 
    A short distance away stood a small wooden shed the size of a closet with a sign reading… 
 
    Dreya looked wide eyed to Katrina. “You didn’t say anything about an outhouse?” 
 
    Katrina put her hands in the air and shrugged. “Hey, it’s better than going in the woods.” 
 
    Dreya took a deep breath as Katrina got out of the 4Runner and walked to a rock formation at the base of a big Juniper tree. She pulled a key out from under a stone. Mia and Dreya left the warmth of the vehicle to follow her inside. 
 
    “Let me just get a fire started to heat this place up and I’ll show you something cool.” Katrina grabbed some wood from the stack on the porch and unlocked the padlock on the door. 
 
    Dusty, stale air tainted with smells from her childhood greeted her as she entered. Sitting beside the old woodstove was a bucket of kindling. Katrina opened the flue and waited for the small stuff to catch before adding a log to the fire. She closed the stove door and turned to face her friends. 
 
    “It’s not much,” she smiled, “but welcome home.”                
 
    Against the far wall was a set of wood bunkbeds. Flashlights and lanterns hung from the foot of the bed. Katrina opened the locked cabinet built beneath the bed and anchored to the wall. She pulled out the .22 and a .308. 
 
    “Very James Bond of you,” Mia said. 
 
    A big dusty rug in shades of green covered the floor from the bed to the two-cushion sofa. 
 
    “It’s a pullout bed,” Katrina said proudly as Dreya laughed at her. 
 
    Shelves of food lined the opposite wall. They took up four feet of space on the floor and rose all the way to the ceiling. Beside these racks stood a small round table with two chairs.  
 
    A wash basin and mirror were on one side of the woodstove with water running to it from the creek. “Don’t drink this though,” Katrina cautioned. “Not until you filter it.” 
 
    The other side of the woodstove held a cabinet with cooking and eating utensils. “We use cast iron to cook with right on this stove. It’s easier than you think.” 
 
    Dreya and Mia nodded, taking it all in. 
 
    “Come on, I want to show you this,” Katrina said as she led the girls outside. Behind the cabin was a shed containing tools and other supplies. They walked out of the clearing of the yard and into the tree line. 
 
    Katrina was practically skipping up the hill. She reached the top and smiled at the girls as they stepped up to join her. 
 
    “Paradise.” She stretched her arms out wide as James had done on the mountain peak months ago. Dreya and Mia’s jaws went slack as they looked over the valley below them. 
 
    A crystal stream cut a ribbon through the middle and pooled into pockets of ponds. Small Aspen bent by the wind created shade for the sturdy brush beneath them. The rolling grass was amber tinted as the cold burned away the green. Purple mountain peaks blanketed with snow protected the hidden oasis on either side. 
 
    Across the valley, a lazy doe pulled her head up from the springs. She stared at the direction of the human’s briefly before sprinting off into the trees. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Dreya whispered as her eyes swept the valley. 
 
    “In spring, this will be a field of purple, orange, and yellow flowers,” Katrina said to her friend. “The trout run through these streams and the wildlife fills the valley. When I was young, I’d run through here pretending I was playing with the fairies.” Mia raised an eyebrow and Katrina playfully pushed her. 
 
    Dreya’s hand dropped to her stomach. “It’s the perfect place to raise a child. It’s free and open and untouched by the rest of the world.” She reached out and grabbed Katrina’s hand. “I’m glad we came.” 
 
    * 
 
    The girls fell into an easy routine that was anything but easy. They had a lot to do before the heavy snows started to fall. Her dad had cut the rounds of pine and dropped them in a heap in the yard. It was up to the girls to split the wood and stack it along with the lone cord of wood against the cabin wall.  
 
    Each morning, they worked on this job. Mia would grab the wood out of Dreya’s hand if she carried more than three pieces to be stacked. After fighting for days and Mia not budging, Dreya made sure to only take three at a time. She would grab a fourth piece if Mia was distracted. 
 
    Katrina and Mia spent the afternoons hunting or fishing to supplement the canned food they ate. There were cases of MREs that the girls had labeled as a last resort. One five-pound bag of flour had been chewed through by a mouse but the other remained intact. The girls moved the furniture away from the walls to fill cracks where rodents could enter with mud plaster. 
 
    Dreya moved the floor rug outside and hung it over a fallen tree. She spent hours beating it clean. The girls rearranged the shelved food by expiration date. Mia tried to fashion a third kitchen chair out of the wood laying in the yard. It broke every time someone used it. 
 
    Dreya and Katrina tried to help, but they settled on moving a pine round inside instead to use as a stool. Mia grumbled about the lack of a chair every evening and spent hours devising a plan to make one. 
 
    “In the spring, we can grow potatoes and other vegetables,” Katrina said. “Then we will can them for next year.” 
 
    “We should build a smoke house too,” Mia said as she helped Katrina stack the last of the wood. “That way we can dry meat inside somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Do you even know how to smoke meat?” Dreya wiped the sweat from her forehead. 
 
    “I mean, no.” Mia looked over to the mountains. “But Tripp’s family might know. Maybe we could ask them for advice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    On the morning of her 18th birthday, Katrina woke to Mia pulling her out of bed. She hurriedly dressed as the girl dragged her through the door. 
 
    “No wood today,” Mia smiled as she handed over a cup of worms. “I’ve been digging all morning. Let’s go fishing instead.” 
 
    The ponds were starting to glisten with thin ice in the mornings which broke up by the afternoon. The heavy snows had yet to fall, and the girls kept wishing on shooting stars that the snow would stay away. The steam of Katrina’s breath mixed with the mist rising from the brook they followed. 
 
    She removed her gloves to hook the worm and quickly put them back on. The girls cast short lines into the stream and let the current pull the bait down. When a trout bit, Katrina set the hook and fought the fish back upstream. She laid her catch on the bank. 
 
    James would be proud, she thought. And so would my dad. She remembered James smiling like a young boy as he showed her the golden trout he caught on the fly rod. The fear came again. The fear of never seeing him. The fear that something happened. She reached down and touched the fly in her pocket. Focus on today, she told herself. 
 
    The girls moved further downstream and filled the stringer with fish. When the sun was firmly in the sky, Mia dragged Katrina back to the cabin. The smoke from the woodstove danced in the trees and wisped away into the blue sky.  
 
    It really is paradise here, Katrina thought. 
 
    Inside the cabin, Dreya had baked a cornbread type cake using cornmeal and applesauce. She drizzled a powdered milk icing on the top. The table was covered with a sheet. There was a pinecone and rock centerpiece in the middle. Mia laughed as she pushed Katrina into a chair. The sisters sang her Happy Birthday. Katrina turned red but she was happy. 
 
    “Welcome to the club.” Dreya hugged her. “Does it feel any different being 18 now?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Katrina laughed. 
 
    * 
 
    For Christmas the girls drove down the mountain to visit Tom and Sophie. Claire was walking now with her arms raised in the air for balance. She stayed close to Dreya’s side. Katrina watched as her friend tickled the child’s belly and sang her silly songs. 
 
    “How are you girls doing up there?” Tom asked, calling her attention away from the giggling baby. Mia and Tripp sat together whispering against the far wall in the corner. Katrina realized the question was meant for her. 
 
    “We are alright,” she answered. “It’s a tight fit but we are good on supplies and set for the winter.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “But when the snow falls, you’ll be isolated up there. We were thinking that it might be a good idea for you girls to stay down here for a month or two.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” Katrina sighed. “If something happens, I don’t want you all to have any connection to me. The visits are risky enough as it is, but its nice to come see other people.” 
 
    Tom cracked his knuckles and shifted on the pillow. “I feel guilty for telling you kids to go when I did. I’d like to make amends for that. We can help you with whatever you are going through.” 
 
    “Please stop worrying about that.” Katrina smiled. “You did exactly what you were supposed to do. If you hadn’t, you’d all be dead.” She looked over to Dreya and Mia. “You are helping right now more than you know.” 
 
    They gathered up the pans of bread and side dishes Sophie made and carried them to the old fire station on Main Street. The Elisa’s, the Levi man’s family, and two other groups of people had their children playing around the decorated Christmas tree inside the building. 
 
    Tom and Ziggy joined the men who were smoking venison roasts outside on the grill. Katrina picked a chair at one of the tables and watched Claire try to chase the bigger kids before she was distracted by the shiny ornaments. After dinner, the kids put on a loud and offkey Christmas carol performance for the adults. Dreya sat next to Katrina and they clapped warmly for the entertainment. 
 
    “Can you believe we ever were that little?” Dreya leaned back in her chair. Katrina kept waiting for a baby bump to show but her friend’s waist stayed the same. Maybe a little pudgier, but Dreya would cry if she said that so she kept quiet.  
 
    “It feels like a lifetime ago,” she answered. 
 
    “I wish Mia could have stayed little a while longer.” The tears started again in Dreya’s eyes. 
 
    Katrina put her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Everyone grows up. She would have done it eventually.” Dreya nodded and dabbed the corner of her eye with her sleeve. 
 
    “Hey Tom!” Mia suddenly shouted as she called across the room. “Can we please have one of these chairs for the cabin?”  
 
    The night ended in an uproar of laughter as the girls struggled to explain the chair dilemma.  
 
    * 
 
    Dreya pulled Mia away from Tripp the next morning as Katrina warmed the 4Runner up for their trip back to the cabin. The roads were icy, and Katrina took it slow down the mountain. 
 
    “He’s really cute, don’t you think?” Mia asked as she stared dreamily out the window. 
 
    “Not really,” Katrina laughed. “But we all have different tastes.” 
 
    Mia faced forward in the seat. “Well James isn’t that cute either.” 
 
    Katrina remembered the first time she saw James walking out from the tunnel in the shelter. His shaggy hair and piercing eyes. Her stomach fluttered as she remembered him whispering in her ear. She touched the fly in her pocket, aching to see him again. “To each their own,” she shrugged. 
 
    “I am glad we are far enough away that you only get supervised visits,” Dreya said. “One baby is enough for now.” 
 
    “As if I would be stupid enough to make your mistake,” Mia huffed. 
 
    The 4Runner slipped on a patch of ice. Katrina took her foot off the gas and let the vehicle coast to a stop as she firmly held the wheel. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she turned to ask Dreya who was protectively covering her stomach.  
 
    Dreya opened her tightly shut eyes and nodded. “Maybe we should slow it down a bit.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Mia breathed out from the backseat. 
 
    “I’ll go as slow as I can,” Katrina reassured them. “Even slower than we were going.” She gently pressed the gas and watched the speedometer needle move to 10mph.  
 
    When they made it up the first hill, Mia waved goodbye to the road that led to Tripp’s house as it disappeared. Katrina smiled at the reflection of the love stricken girl in the rearview mirror before turning her attention back to the highway. 
 
    “Um, guys,” she suddenly whispered. “We might have a problem.” 
 
    “Is it more ice?” Dreya asked as she closed her eyes again. 
 
    “Worse.” Katrina pulled the 4Runner off the asphalt and into the tree line. “There are vehicles heading this way.” 
 
    Mia grabbed the rifle from the back. “There is only one box of ammo, Katrina. How many vehicles are there?” 
 
    “I counted three,” she said as she tried to fit the 4Runner deeper into the woods. 
 
    “Maybe they are just passing through,” Dreya suggested hopefully.  
 
    Katrina shook her head. “They are military vehicles,” she said in a flat voice. “And I don’t think they are ours.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “We have to go back and warn Tripp,” Mia cried out. “They can follow our tire tracks right to their doorstep.” 
 
    “We can’t outrun them on the ice.” Katrina’s brain reeled as she tried to come up with a plan. “They’ll see us before we get there.” 
 
    “Are you sure they aren’t ours?” Dreya asked breathlessly. “Maybe it’s Jayden.” 
 
    Katrina looked sadly at her friend. “They passed the turnoff to the cabin. It isn’t the guys.” 
 
    “Do you think they are government guards heading to Southern California?” Mia asked. 
 
    Katrina bit her lip. “I think that is exactly what it is.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Dreya asked as she dried her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s leave the vehicle here and hike back up the mountain. Maybe we will get lucky and run into one of Tom’s scouts so they can run back to warn them.” Katrina opened the door and the icy wind cut through the warmth of the 4Runner.  
 
    She wrapped her scarf tighter around her face as they crossed the highway to begin the trek up the hill. The rumble of tires grew louder, and Katrina held to the hope that they would just keep driving. 
 
    The slamming of the truck door squashed her dreams. 
 
    “They went that way,” a man’s voice called. She looked down at the tracks they were leaving in the thin layer of snow and mud.  
 
    “Climb on those rocks,” Katrina whispered to the girls. “We need to avoid leaving a trail.” Voices began shouting louder as Dreya and Katrina pushed Mia up on the boulder. The girl slipped between the rocks just as the group of men crashed into the clearing. 
 
    “Run,” Katrina and Dreya told her simultaneously before turning to face the guards. Dreya reached over to grab Katrina’s hand. “Don’t shoot,” they cried out as they fell to their knees. “We are Project Dandelion.” 
 
    “Is that so?” the husky guard who had led the men by tracking the girls said. “Well what the hell are you doing all the way out here?” 
 
    “We got lost,” Dreya stuttered. “We don’t know where to go.” 
 
    The guard holstered his pistol and laughed. “Silly kids, you’re going to get yourselves killed. Come with us and we will get you where you need to go.” Dreya squeezed Katrina’s hand as they both stood. 
 
    “Where exactly will that be?” Katrina asked, keeping the fear from her voice. 
 
    “Somewhere safe,” the man said while extending his arm out. “What shelter are you from anyway?” 
 
    “17,” Katrina answered as she walked toward the guard. Her heart was beating fast. They can’t find out what I know, she thought. I can’t go with them. She looked down to the pistol clipped to the man’s waist. 
 
    “It’s your lucky day then,” the guard said in humorous disbelief. “We have some more Shelter 17 kids coming with us too.”  
 
    Katrina and Dreya locked eyes as they allowed themselves to be led back to the road. “Becca?” Dreya whispered. Katrina could only shrug. 
 
    They stepped back onto the snowy asphalt. The guards from the other vehicles standing in the road. Out of the back of the third truck came a tall, Ken doll looking guy. 
 
    Katrina’s heart dropped like a stone. Lark. 
 
    Anthony and Brett crawled out after him. The boys stared wide-eyed at Katrina and Dreya. Lark started laughing. 
 
    “This is perfect,” he said when he caught his breath. Katrina swallowed hard. She felt Dreya stiffen beside her. 
 
    “I take it that you know each other then,” the husky guard said. 
 
    “We sure do.” Lark smiled his toothy smile. “Those are the ones who ran away to fight with the Resistance.” 
 
    The guards immediately pulled out their guns again and pointed them at the girls. 
 
    “Stop,” Katrina shouted with her hands raised. She stepped in front of her friend. “Please don’t shoot her. She is pregnant.” 
 
    Lark’s smile fell from his face. “You’re kidding right? You actually chose to have a baby with that weak guy instead of me?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Dreya asked as she stared at him in confusion. “You are so full of yourself. Did you actually think I would ever choose you?” 
 
    “Right now,” Lark smirked. “I bet you wish you did.” 
 
    “What do we do?” one of the guards asked the leader. 
 
    The husky man chewed his lips as he looked at the girls. “Bring them in,” he finally decided. “The bigwigs will know what to do with them. Secure their wrists.” 
 
    Katrina’s thoughts raced as she weighed the options. If we go with them, it buys us time. But I can’t risk them finding out what I know. There are eight guards. She looked over to Dreya. 
 
    Her friend’s face was resolute as she mouthed the word “fight.” 
 
    Katrina turned and lunged for the husky guard’s pistol. Her hand locked on top of his as she kneed him in the groin. When he doubled over, she slammed her elbow into his face. The big man toppled to the ground and she pulled the pistol free as he was falling. Dreya and Katrina ducked behind the closest truck as the other guards began to fire. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Dreya asked as she peeked around the vehicle.  
 
    “What do you want to do?” Katrina yelled as she fired off a bullet at one of the guards. “This is your plan. You said fight.” 
 
    Dreya glared and Katrina smiled. “We can make a run for the woods,” she said. 
 
    “Good idea,” Katrina nodded. She stood up and squeezed the trigger, aiming for the guard nearest to the tree line. He fell and Dreya screamed. 
 
    Katrina whipped around to see Lark grabbing a handful of her friend’s hair. Dreya stomped on the insole of his foot and he loosened his grip as he hopped back. In a fluid swoop, Dreya wrapped her arm around his neck and squeezed hard until he fell limply to the ground. 
 
    “Did you just kill him?” Katrina’s jaw dropped open. 
 
    “No,” Dreya spat. “He’s just asleep. Let’s go now.” 
 
    The bullets from the remaining guards peppered the vehicle as Dreya and Katrina crouched down to run. Suddenly, Katrina heard the loud blasts of rifles being fired from the hill behind them. The guards stopped shooting. 
 
    Katrina turned back and looked carefully over the hood of the truck. Dreya’s head came up right beside hers. Creeping down the mountainside with their rifles pointed were Mia, Tripp, Tom, Ziggy, and more people from the village. The bodies of the guards laid motionless on the ground. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mia called out. Dreya and Katrina left the cover of the vehicle as they ran to embrace the girl. “I’m never leaving you again,” Mia cried. 
 
    “Thank you so much Tom,” Katrina said as she clasped the man’s hand. 
 
    Tom smiled at her. “Think nothing of it. We owed you one.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding!” Mia lifted her rifle as Lark struggled to get up from the ground. He froze upon seeing the weapon pointed at him. “How is this even possible that he is here?” 
 
    Dreya put her hand on the barrel of her sister’s rifle. “Let them go,” she said. “They are just dumb kids.”  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Tom asked as he eyed the boys. 
 
    “Yes,” Katrina sighed while looking back over her shoulder. “It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “But what if they come back?” Tripp stepped closer to Mia. “I say we kill them.” 
 
    “We won’t come back!” Anthony yelled as he and Brett hurried over to Lark. 
 
    Dreya shook her head. “Just let them go. They aren’t worth the bullet.” 
 
    “Forgiveness is an amazing thing,” Ziggy said as he shouldered his rifle. “Probably a stupid thing too. We need to make sure they can’t find their way back here.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that,” Tom said. He looked up at the grey clouds rolling over the sky. “You girls get home now. It looks like it’s going to snow.” 
 
    Katrina and Dreya thanked them once more before they rushed to move the 4Runner back on the road. 
 
    “Hey Katrina,” Brett called as he helped Lark into the truck Tom was driving. “I’m sorry I tied you up.” 
 
    Katrina smiled as she looked back to Dreya. “Just don’t ever let me see your face again and we’ll call it even.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    A week later, the real snows came. It fell soft and steady at first, then overnight they got three feet. The girls shivered as they cleared a path to the creek. The waterline froze so they melted the snow or carried buckets up from the brook.  
 
    They stacked as much cut wood as they could on the porch and inside the cabin. Katrina taught them how to walk in snowshoes and she laid her trapline closer to the house. The cold kept the meat fresh for longer and they didn’t have to worry as much about preserving it. 
 
    “That stinks,” Dreya grimaced as Katrina tacked the tanned coyote skin over a board to let it dry.  
 
    “Everything stinks to you right now,” Mia said while breaking in the already dried fox pelts. “You have some kind of super nose. Just try not to breathe.”  
 
    Katrina lowered her head to hide her smile and she pinned the last corner. The smell of the tanning solutions and drying flesh always grossed her out as a child, but now she saw the necessity of not wasting anything. 
 
    By the light of the lantern, the girls played card games at night. The radio couldn’t pick up a signal. They finished reading all the books Katrina brought. More snow fell and the girls kept busy clearing paths. 
 
    The valley below was blanketed in deep snow. Mazes of the streams and ponds cut through the frozen landscape. When the ponds solidified and the snow hid them, Katrina tied on her snowshoes and crunched her way into the valley. Mia decided to tag along. 
 
    When they reached the pond that had given them the most fish, Katrina cleared the snow away and cut two holes in the ice. It took most of the afternoon, but the girls managed to rig a net between the two holes by feeding a stick tied to the rope from one opening to the next under the ice. They secured the rope for the night. 
 
    In the morning, they chipped away the ice that had formed over the holes and pulled up the net at an angle. There were six fat trout caught inside. The girls cheered. Then they cleaned the fish and hauled ice chunks up to the cellar so the meat would stay safe from predators. They ran the ice net rotation until the cellar was full of fish. 
 
    “I like fish cakes,” Dreya smiled as she fried up a second batch. Her stomach was starting to grow. “They don’t stink as bad as the animal hides.” 
 
    Mia shook her head. “Your weird nose changed again. That smell is stinking up the whole cabin.” 
 
    The snow made it impossible to go visit Tom in the 4Runner. They decided to wait it out instead of snowshoeing across the mountains. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be that far,” Mia grumbled, but she didn’t want to leave her sister, so she stayed.  
 
    * 
 
    The grey clouds from the previous night passed without dropping more snow. Katrina let the girls sleep in as she went to check her trapline. The snare up the hill held a rabbit. The second trap, a leghold on the ridge, was empty. As she walked to the third leghold past the creek, she looked at the valley below. 
 
    The sun formed diamonds that reflected in the icicles and snow. The creek was moving faster as some of the snow began to melt. Another month or two of winter, Katrina said to herself, and then the spring will come. 
 
    She walked to where the third trap should have been. The sticks were scattered and there was blood on the ground, but she couldn’t find the chain or the stake. Katrina stepped back and circled the area. There was a trail of footprints, but they blurred together. 
 
    It must have run with the leghold still attached. Katrina scratched her head. But how did it pull out the trap? 
 
    She squatted down in the snow to try and make out a footprint left by the tree. As her eyes focused, the hair on the back of her neck started to rise. She quickly stood up and lifted the .22, scanning the area with the rifle pointed. Nothing moved. 
 
    Then she heard a rock fall from the cluster of boulders to her left. She looked to see the trap discarded at the base of the rocks with a bloody fox leg sticking out from it. Laying on the rocks above the trap was a form that didn’t fit with the white of the snow. 
 
    Katrina’s heart stopped beating as two bright yellow eyes stared back at her. That’s a damn mountain lion, her brain screamed. Katrina’s heart started pounding again with a jolt. I’m not going to be able to kill it with this gun. As her mind turned into an uproar of inarticulate sounds, she did the only thing that made sense. 
 
    Katrina turned and ran as fast as her legs would take her to the cabin. Only when she reached the front door, did she turn back to see that nothing was following her. She quickly went inside and slammed the door shut. Her body began to shake as she stood there letting her eyes adjust to the safety of the room. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mia jumped up from her bed on the couch and switched on the lantern.  
 
    “There is a…” Katrina took a deep breath. “Holy hell there is a freaking mountain lion outside. He ate one of my traps. Not the trap itself, but the fox that was in it.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Dreya got up from the bottom bunk. 
 
    “Did you shoot it?” Mia screamed with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “No Mia.” Katrina pulled out a chair to sit down. “I made a mistake. I only brought the .22 with me. From now on, we don’t go outside alone, and we take the .308 or the .30-30 with us.” 
 
    “Should we go find it?” Mia asked as she sat in one of the other two chairs. 
 
    “You want to go hunt a mountain lion?” Katrina stared at the girl. “Be my guest.” 
 
    “So, you’ll shoot some guards but not a mountain lion?” Mia raised her hands up. 
 
    “Mia!” Katrina said in frustration. “Have you ever looked a mountain lion in the face? It’s a heck of a lot scarier than any man. I don’t think the guards wanted to eat the intestines out of my body.” 
 
    “Stop fighting,” Dreya snapped at them. “No one is doing anything rash. Let’s just think about the best way to handle this.” 
 
    “He is going to keep coming closer the hungrier he gets. I’m not trapping for a while.” Katrina drummed her fingers on the table. “We can keep ice fishing as long as we all go together. Someone has to help pull out the fish and someone needs to stand guard.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just track it down and shoot it?” Mia asked. 
 
    “Because I’m not tramping through the woods into his territory to find him. If there isn’t food here, he’ll move on.” Katrina ran a hand through her knotted hair. 
 
    “And what if he shows up on our doorstep?” Mia asked. 
 
    “That’s different. Then we will shoot him. This is our territory.” Katrina smiled. 
 
    Dreya put on her shoes. “What about going to the outhouse? Is that too far to go alone?” Katrina nodded. “Well I really have to go now,” Dreya said as she put on her jacket. 
 
    Mia put her head in her hands and groaned. “But she has to go all the time.” 
 
    * 
 
    Two days later, fresh mountain lion tracks crisscrossed the front yard.  
 
    “We were out here at 2am standing guard by the outhouse,” Mia whispered to Katrina as they kneeled in the snow to check the tracks. “How did we not see it?” 
 
    “Maybe he wasn’t here then. Or maybe he was watching us.” Katrina stood up. 
 
    “I don’t like this.” Mia shivered. “Just waiting for it to attack us.” 
 
    Dreya came out of the outhouse and pulled her gloves onto her hands. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s go see if there are any fish.” 
 
    Katrina and Dreya pulled up the catch while Mia stood point with the rifle. Katrina quickly got the net back under the water so it wouldn’t freeze in the open air while Dreya started cleaning the trout. She tied off the rope and rushed to help her. They scooped the fish into the bucket and hiked back to the cabin. 
 
    Once inside, Dreya stood by the woodstove warming her fingers. “I wish we didn’t have to clean them down there. It’s so much easier to do it inside.” 
 
    “Yeah but I don’t want to leave any scent outside. It’s better than having to walk all the way back down to get rid of the guts.” Katrina took off her boots. 
 
    “We can’t live like this forever.” Mia sat down on the couch. “I hate staying indoors all the time.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to not get eaten by a mountain lion,” Dreya sighed. “Even if we have to smell your feet all day.” Mia threw a pillow at her sister which Dreya caught and threw back. 
 
    Katrina watched the tension rise between the two girls. “Hang on,” she said as she looked down to the bucket of fish. “What if we did leave something outside? We can lure the cat to the yard and watch for him all night.” 
 
    “Could that backfire?” Dreya crossed her arms.  
 
    “If we miss, we have an angry, potentially wounded mountain lion on our hands. But we should be safe enough inside for a while. It’s not much different than we are living now.” Katrina gathered some fish on a plate. 
 
    “I think we should try it,” Mia said as she held the pillow to her chest. “I’m going crazy being cooped up with the two of you. I’ll take the shot, so we don’t miss.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The girls napped away the afternoon. Dreya fried fishcakes and canned corn for dinner. Before the sun set, Katrina took the plate of fish outside and set it in front of the porch on the ground. She hung a lantern from the pine poles holding up the roof and turned on the light. 
 
    They cracked the single cabin window slightly and moved the chairs beside it. Katrina loaded the .308 and handed the rifle to Mia. All three sat silently as they stared out of the amber tinted glass to wait for the predator to come. 
 
    Three hours passed with no movement. Dreya kept nodding off so they moved her to the couch. 
 
    “I want to help you stay awake,” she mumbled drowsily. 
 
    “We know,” Katrina said. “But take another nap first. We’ll wake you if we need you.” 
 
    The moon was high in the sky and cast a glow on the snow in the yard. Katrina and Mia continued to diligently watch the window. Dreya had started snoring in the last few weeks and the noise filled the cabin. 
 
    Katrina smiled at her friend and moved another blanket on top of her before adding more wood to the fire. Dreya had become a drooling, snoring hormonal mess, but it was kind of cute to see. 
 
    “How do you feel about being an aunt?” Katrina asked as she took her chair by the window again. 
 
    “I’m excited,” Mia said, her eyes never leaving the glass. “I’m also scared and overwhelmed and mad.” 
 
    “Want to talk about it?” Katrina asked, turning her gaze to the yard. 
 
    “There isn’t much to talk about. Nothing I can do anyway. It’s just annoying. This is why the new government saved us, so that we would have perfectly submissive dandelion children who would follow their every order. And here my sister is, doing exactly what they wanted.” Mia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “It isn’t like that though, and you know it. Yes, it was an accident, but it was made on her own terms. Not because she was told to do it.” Katrina glanced over at the girl. 
 
    “I know,” Mia sighed. “It’s just a horrible time to have a child.” 
 
    “I think she knows that too,” Katrina chuckled. “And I don’t think there is ever a right time. But she doesn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “It seems we all don’t have many choices.” Mia shifted in her seat. 
 
    “We do.” Katrina ruffled the top of Mia’s head. “We get to choose how to react to the choices we don’t get to make.” 
 
    Mia nodded. “I’m scared something will happen to her.” She looked briefly to her sleeping sister before turning back to the window. “She is all I have left.” 
 
    “I’m scared too,” Katrina said. “But we will do everything to make sure she is safe.” 
 
    Mia sat up straighter in her chair. “We will. I know that. It’s also overwhelming though. Like how am I supposed to be an aunt?” 
 
    “I think you are just supposed to love it and take care of it,” Katrina laughed. “That’s all that matters.”  
 
    “I know I can do that…” 
 
    “Shh,” Katrina interrupted. “There’s our lion.” The girls watched the ferocious animal stalk across the yard and come up to the plate of fish. Its long teeth caught the moonlight as it greedily grabbed up the food.  
 
    “I got it!” Mia screamed after firing the rifle. She quickly quieted down and looked over to her sister who had slept through the blast. “At least I think I did,” she whispered as she turned back to the window. “I don’t see the body though.” 
 
    “He probably moved a bit.” Katrina stood up and stretched before walking to the bunk bed.  
 
    “Aren’t we going to go out and see?” Mia pressed her face against the glass. 
 
    “The sun will be up in three hours. We can go look then. I’m not chasing a wounded animal, who could snap me in half, in the dark.” 
 
    “It was a kill shot.” Mia turned to glare at her. 
 
    “I’m sure it was,” Katrina yawned. She snuggled in her bed under the warm blankets and quickly fell asleep. 
 
    * 
 
    The sound of water was everywhere in the early part of spring. Water rushing through the creeks fed by the melting snow and crashing waves as ice fell from the trees. Katrina could almost hear the evaporation of the snow underfoot turning into mud. 
 
    She fired up the chainsaw and sliced down a few young aspens. Dreya helped to pull them over to the house until Mia came running out of the forest yelling for her to stop. The girls used the wood to line a garden bed in the sunniest part of the yard. They turned the soil, looking for rocks and roots to dig up. 
 
    “We will have to do this again in a few weeks, and we will have to figure out a way to keep the critters out, but it’s a start,” Katrina said as she beat the dirt from her gloves. 
 
    “Do you think we could add a room to the cabin?” Dreya said as she unconsciously placed her hand on her stomach. She did that a lot now.  
 
    “We can try.” Katrina smiled. 
 
    Dreya returned a grateful smile to her friend. “Just a little extra space. Nothing big.” 
 
    * 
 
    Katrina walked through the woods tagging trees that she would cut down over the summer. They’d need to stock up for the winter again. Once the snow melts, she thought, I’ll see if Tom will loan me a truck so I can bring the rounds back to the cabin. 
 
    Maybe he will also know about carpentry. She looked up at the tall pine in front of her. I don’t have the slightest clue how to build an addition to the cabin. The baby is going to need space. My dad would know how to do that. 
 
    Katrina sighed as she walked over to the ridge to look over the valley below. I really hope he is okay. And James? Thinking of James ripped at her heart. She touched the fly in her pocket that she always carried. They had to be okay. 
 
    The snow in the valley was beginning to subside. Soon they would be able to fish downstream. The ice wasn’t as strong anymore, so they didn’t chance ice fishing. Maybe she would see if Tom knew where a spare fly rod was. She could practice on it.  
 
    Katrina used her last strip of material to tag a tree and turned to walk back to the cabin. Between the snow burned pine branches the sun shone through and she felt the warmth on her face. Looking up at the blue sky, she saw a V of black shapes moving across the horizon. Too graceful to be drones, she thought as she squinted to make out what they were. Birds, Katrina smiled. Hope.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s coming.” Mia ran across the valley to where Katrina stood fishing. Katrina stepped away from the rushing creek to listen. An engine, tires crunching dirt roads and rock. 
 
    “You think it’s Tom?” Mia whispered. 
 
    Katrina shook her head. “He doesn’t know where we are. I never told him.” 
 
    “Would Lark come back?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t think so.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” Mia’s tangled hair had grown long over the winter. It was caked in dirt. She had streaks of wind burnt skin mixed with mud on her face. The girl looked feral, Katrina thought. They probably all did. And like an animal accustomed to the wild, Katrina felt the urge to run. 
 
    “Let’s go warn Dreya,” she told the girl. “We can watch to see who it is.” 
 
    The two of them ran surefooted through the undergrowth. The flowers would soon bloom. There were bright shoots of new life poking around the melting patches of snow in the shade.  
 
    Dreya was in the cabin prepping for dinner. Her waist was just beginning to stick out of her pants, and she had sewn the bottom of a shirt to another in order to cover it.  
 
    “We have to go,” Katrina said as she ran inside. Dreya dropped the pan she was getting out and nodded. Mia grabbed the rifles and ammunition.  
 
    The girls quickly scampered up the hill on the other side of the creek. From there, they had a clear view of the cabin and road below. A military truck came driving up the switchback. 
 
    “Is it them?” Dreya whispered. 
 
    “It could be the government,” Mia whispered back. “If they found out we were here. Or Lark coming to get revenge.” 
 
    “How do we know?” Dreya lowered herself closer to the ground.  
 
    “Just watch and listen.” Katrina stared at the truck with hopeful eyes. 
 
    The vehicle crossed the makeshift creek bridge and entered the yard. It pulled to a stop in front of the cabin. Dreya grabbed Katrina’s hand and the girls held their breath as the doors opened. 
 
    “It looks like someone is here. There is smoke coming from the chimney.” A strange woman’s voice echoed up the hill as she stepped out of the vehicle. 
 
    Katrina bit her lip to hold back the disappointment. Dreya held her hand tighter. 
 
    Think. They know where we are. We need to go. Katrina began to slip into planning mode. 
 
    Mia positioned the rifle over the rocks to take a shot. “Tell me when,” the girl whispered as she put her eye to the scope. 
 
    “Of course she’s here,” Sgt. Major Floyd’s voice boomed out over the mountains. Katrina let out a sigh of relief as she squeezed Dreya’s hand and put her other hand on Mia’s shoulder. “But she won’t be inside now, will she?” He continued to yell. “Come on out sweetheart.” 
 
    James and Jayden climbed out of the truck followed by Cpl. Boulder who wrapped his arm around his wife. At the sight of them gathered there in front of the cabin, the girls took off running down the hill. 
 
    They slid on the gravel slope and splashed through the creek before coming up into the yard. 
 
    “Well look at these wild things,” the Sgt. Major laughed as he held out his arms. The girls ran to him and he scooped all three up in a bear hug. 
 
    Dreya broke away and pulled Jayden to the woods. Katrina looked at James leaning against the side of the truck. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Go hug him too,” her dad grumbled as he let her go. 
 
    “Hey,” Katrina said as she walked up to James. 
 
    “Hey.” He smiled. The lines of his face were worn and deeper than when he had left. He stood tall, but his eyes held a sadness she had never seen before. James reached out to tuck her hair behind her ear and smiled in the way that quickened her heartbeat. His touch left a lingering electricity on her face. 
 
    “Guess what?” Katrina returned his smile as she threw her arms around his neck. “I’m 18 now.” She kissed him hard enough to knock the rest of the world away. 
 
    Until Jayden’s happy scream of “Are you serious?” ruined the moment. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sgt. Major Floyd turned toward the trees. 
 
    “Dreya’s pregnant,” Mia beamed. 
 
    The Sgt. Major ran a hand over his shaved head. “And this,” he said while pointing to his daughter. “This is why you aren’t allowed to have a boyfriend right now.” 
 
    Katrina rolled her eyes. “Come inside the cabin Dad. I have a lot to tell you.” 
 
    “We do need to have a talk.” Sgt. Major Floyd looked shaken as he glanced over to Dreya and Jayden. He walked up the porch steps and froze at the door. “Want to start with telling me where this mountain lion rug came from?” 
 
    “That was me,” Mia called as she jogged up to the cabin.  
 
    Katrina’s dad shook his head smiling as he went inside to sit down. He looked over at the shelves of food. “You girls have been doing well.” 
 
    “We’ve been supplementing with hunting and fishing,” Katrina said proudly. “We planned to start a garden soon.”  
 
    Mia nodded enthusiastically. “And build a smokehouse.” 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd smiled. “Now that sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    “Speaking of plans,” Katrina smiled at James when he entered the cabin and reached out to grab his hand. She didn’t want to let him go. “Want to tell me what the hell was up with yours?” 
 
    “What was wrong with my plan?” Her dad leaned back on the couch and put his hands behind his head. 
 
    “Making me a huge target in a World War seemed like a good idea to you?” Katrina glared at her father. 
 
    “Eh. You’re fine. Don’t be so dramatic.” 
 
    “Dad,” Katrina breathed out. “Enough with the sarcasm. This is serious. You put my life in danger.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked if there was someone else I could trust and you know that.” Sgt. Major Floyd stood up and added more wood to the stove. “Did you clean the flue?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t change the subject,” Katrina sighed. “What happened to you guys? We’ve been in the dark for months.” 
 
    “We pushed them out of Washington and rushed down to Barstow. We managed to hold them back and now they are licking their wounds in Pendleton. The plan is to push them back out to sea.” James laced his fingers through Katrina’s as he spoke. 
 
    “And what am I supposed to do with this information I have?” Katrina turned to face her father. 
 
    “Keep it,” he said to her. “Don’t tell anyone. Warner let me know how hard you worked, even though he was mad as hell about me sending you.” The Sgt. Major chuckled. 
 
    “I was mad too, Dad,” Katrina said. “But I know why you did it.” She sighed as she pulled James over to come sit with her on the couch. “Well what’s the plan now? What do we have to do?” James wrapped his arm around Katrina’s shoulders and pulled her against his chest. She felt the months of tension ease. 
 
    Sgt. Major Floyd looked away from his daughter and James as he picked up a book on the table to inspect it. “That part is up to you.” 
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    If you like the Project Dandelion series so far, please consider leaving a review. Indie authors can’t survive without word of mouth referrals from people like you. 
 
      
 
    Seriously… reviews are even better than a bag of Oreos after surviving a post-apocalyptic battle... 
 
      
 
    Follow the author on Instagram/Facebook/TikTok to get updates on new projects. 
 
    @heathercarsonauthor 
 
    Or visit 
 
    www.heatherkcarson.com 
 
    where you can sign up for the author’s email list and receive your FREE copy of Katrina’s Story – a short story prequel about Katrina’s life as a child. 
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