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Junkyard Roadhouse

Junkyard Roadhouse was built to resemble an old-west saloon—the center part of the false front was stacked higher than the sides, a covered front porch offered shade, and hemp-plaz carbon-fiber composite building materials had the appearance of weathered wood boards. Exterior lights flickered like gas lanterns. Sturdy double doors that looked like oak were repurposed, reprogramed, repainted spaceship hatches. In front of the doors, steel barricades had been constructed in the shape of hitching posts, to keep the occasional drunken biker from driving his bike inside, just to see if he could get away with it. The sign at the façade’s apex glowed in the dark sky, lasers neon-red at night, painted red beneath to read by day.

The roadhouse looked homey, the kind of place a biker could bring his kids and have a meal with expectations of getting out alive and without bloodshed, but it was built like a fort, with a graphite epoxy frame and its armaments well placed and out of sight. Silk-plaz windows let in outside light but no visuals and no heat from inside showed though, inconveniencing drive-by shooters or long-range assassins. And my bouncer would be a droid—if Mateo and Jolene got it put together in time—so enforcing the Rules of Entry, which were printed on the doors, would be no problem.

I shoved the hood of my jacket back and stared at my new place, my breath puffing in white clouds. I had never considered a life not in hiding, but in the open, under my own name, and free. It had never crossed my mind because it had been impossible. Yet here I was, known to the world as Shining Smith, my roadhouse ready to open. And it was bloody fine.

Near me, in his mostly repaired warbot suit, Mateo fully extended his three longer legs, rising over my head, to see the grounds from a higher angle. “Looks good,” he said, his metallic larynx raspy, emotionless. “I like that you can’t see the office from here, or the scanners from outside.”

We’d built in front of the office, closer to the street. Everyone who entered the roadhouse doors had to pass through a scanner that worked as metal detector, X-ray machine, and explosive detection device to make sure the First Rule of Entry was followed to the letter. The first rule was: No weapons allowed. Below the first rule was a description of what constituted a weapon. Pocketknives with blades five centimeters or longer were considered weapons. Box cutters were considered weapons. Toenail clippers were not considered weapons, but employing them in the roadhouse was considered a breach of good manners. Second Rule of Entry was: No fighting. Fighting was considered anything that broke furniture, spilled drinks, knocked out teeth, or drew blood. Arm wrestling was not considered fighting. Disagreements that required fists were relegated to the fighting ring in the parking lot and overseen by Mateo. The punishment for breaking the second rule was severe. The Rules of Entry was long, and all the repercussions for breaking them were ruthless.

Biker clubs tended to be legalistic these days. Not that most made-men would read the rules.

“Company, Shining Sugah,” Jolene said into my comms earpiece.

“Where?” I asked the AI.

“My scanners indicate something heading in from the west, down Pond Fork Road, so I activated more ARVACs. There’s one rider on a scooter heading this way. Fully electric. No detectable weapons. Rider’s a little person.”

“Like a dwarf or a midget?” Amos called from the open roadhouse door.

“Shush,” Cupcake said, snapping a dishcloth at him.

“What’d I do?”

“No, Amos, darlin’,” Jolene said. “Like a child.”

ARVACs—Auto Remote Viewing Air Craft—were flying drones with better-than-standard artificial intelligence and real time viewing, part of the junkyard’s defense system. We kept one aloft at all times now. Just in case.

“How?” I asked. “Pond Fork washed out a month ago.” No one answered.

I tilted my wrist, tapped my Morphon open, and Jolene put a vid up.

The ARVAC had low-light capabilities and, though everything was in shades of green, details were clear. The scooter was a small one-person bike, a pre-war youth model with an overheated battery, tires that were low on air, nearly flat, and a kid bent low over the handlebars.

“Deets?” I asked.

“Body measurements fit those of a male child, age twelve or thereabouts, no weapons except a small folding knife in a pocket. His scooter battery is about to blow. That could hurt him. Shining Sug—”

“Amos,” I interrupted.

“On it,” he said.

The plagues during and after the war had resulted in a lower than normal birthrate and a disastrously low survival rate for kids. Kids who survived were protected and, by OMW rules, abusers were killed on sight. Kids were golden. Even if this boy had been carrying a nuke, we’d have sent someone to help him.

Amos’ lumbering running footsteps faded into the dark and a moment later a gas powered, armored four-seater ATV, called a Quadro or quad, roared to life. Amos tore down the junkyard’s long dusty drive and into the street.

“Not a trap?” I asked Jolene.

“He’s alone, poor lil thang,” the starship’s AI said in her chosen Deep South accent. “And I think he’s wounded. He’s got a higher than normal temp and what looks like fresh blood on his side.”

“Prepare to decontaminate the premises,” I said to Jolene. “Cupcake, would you warm up the new Urgent Care, please?”

“Got it.” My number one thrall, and soon to be my vice president, took off at a run.

I didn’t have to say please. My thralls weren’t exactly bound to me body, mind, and soul anymore, but they weren’t fully autonomous either. I could force them to do most anything through the nanobots that had transitioned them from humans to whatever we were now, but that was sick. I’d seen the results of a queen who had done that, and it was horrible.

The roadhouse, the trading post, and clearing house-grocery store in back—every building I had been in over the last seventy-two hours except my office/quarters—locked down hard, and the WIMP antigravity devices in each area came on. With so many going at once, our power levels dropped dangerously low, the lights on the new sign browned out, and then went dark. Around us, the solar powered landscaping lights glowed on.

I glanced at my Morphon, the vid still going. The scooter was glowing like it was on fire. “Update on the kid?”

“He’s deceleratin’, Shining Sugah. That battery’s all but blown.”

“Can you drop an ARVAC and tell him he needs to stop and get off?”

“Hmmm. No. None a mine got any speakers. But I’ll mount a comms unit on one tonight. That’s a good idea. We can warn unwanted visitors away. I like it!”

At my feet a cat appeared and wound through my legs to say hello before abandoning me. She put her front paws on one of Mateo’s metallic feet and gave a demanding, “Mrower.” Combined with her body language it meant pick me up. Until recently, the former USSS SunStar captain had ignored the cats, but a week past, Mateo had ripped an oversized upholstered armrest from a vehicle in the scrapyard and installed it to the bottom of his face shield as a cat perch. The mostly cyborg man folded and retracted his longer legs, settling himself close enough to the ground for Spy to leap to her new chair and relax comfortably.

The gray cat looked at me and hissed.

I thought about hissing back but grinned at her instead, showing teeth. She turned her head away, regal as the queen she would become when the current queen passed, not that Tuffs was infirm. The current queen was far more fit than she should be for her guesstimated age. But despite her apparent good health, Tuffs was old, and we had no idea how long our mutated bio-mechanical nanobots would keep a cat, or one of us, alive.

Spy, along with Tuffs’ other cats, had been hiding during the day for most of the last few weeks, not happy at the construction crews and the noise. I expected them all to calm down now that the place was mostly finished; the noise of electric equipment and the generators that kept them running had stopped, and the strangers were gone.

Cupcake said, “You been working in the heat all day, Shining, sweating. You best stay away from our visitor.”

So I didn’t accidently transition the kid. Got it. I was dangerous. A single touch of my skin was enough to pass along my nanobots and start to transition a human into whatever I was.

Wordless, I pulled on work gloves while watching the vid of Amos’ quad approaching the kid on the road. They both came to a stop and said a few words, but Amos didn’t transmit the audio. Moments later, the kid laid his bike on the side of the road and climbed slowly, and what looked like painfully, into the quad. Amos didn’t help him, which was odd to me, but Amos seemed to have the rare ability to understand what people needed and wanted, so there must be a reason he didn’t reach out to help the kid.

They headed back. As the ATV turned into the drive, the bike battery on the highway blew, a hot white flame on the drone’s cam. The delayed boom of the explosion followed, echoing in.

Wherever the kid had come from, he had no way home now.

Amos drove straight to the UC container. Most of our remaining MBBs—Medical Battlefield Bays—and our one high tech General Surgical Bay, were set up in the new Urgent Care, along with medical supplies to feed the bays.

Spy jumped to the ground and raced into the dark, after the ATV.

Mateo and I were left alone under the partial moon.

Jolene transferred the vid on my morphon from the ARVACs to Urgent Care. Mateo observed multiple images on his war-tech screens. The kid limped inside, one arm tight around his waist, dried and fresh blood all down one side of his pants, his face purpled and bloody. This wasn’t the result of an accident on the scooter. Someone had beat the kid.

Mateo growled.

Amos requested a private discussion, and I tapped my Morphon as I put in an earbud.

“Go ahead,” I said.

“Kid refuses treatment until he talks to Shining Smith.”

“Okay. On my way.”

I looked at Mateo through his silk-plaz view screen. He made a gesture that could have been a shrug, or a misfire of his neural system. He was mostly cy-bot now, his body unable to live outside his neural-net-controlled suit. Which the Gov or the military would confiscate if they ever found him, and toss his damaged body to the gutter. War vets never got the respect they deserved.

Leaving Mateo in the moonlight, I crunched across the ground to the med unit, tucking my gloved hands in my pockets to remind me not to touch anything, not let my clothes brush against anything. I was a queen. My nanos could infect any human and some animals, as the cats’ sentience and formation of their own nest proved. I did not need to infect another kid and then have to take care of it, and I blessed all that was holy that my other thralls, Evelyn, Wanda, and her kid Alex, were safe for the night at their place in Naoma. My nest was too big already.

As I entered the UC, the kid collapsed. Amos caught him before he hit the floor, placed him in the triage med-bay, and the clear cover sealed shut, evaluating, stabilizing, and treating the boy’s wounds. The readout stated he had multiple stab wounds, a systemic infection, and his liver had been cut nearly in half. If he survived, he’d be inside for seventy-two hours. So much for any info I might have obtained from a child that knew my name.

∆∆∆

I didn’t sleep well. At four a.m., I rose, drank a pot of coffee, checked the books and Cupcake’s latest updates to the inventory. She had organized a previously unplundered container at the very back of the junkyard, and the report included motorcycle wheels and body parts. Parts were important, hard to reproduce, and harder to manufacture. Beneath the inventory, Cupcake had listed everything I needed to know to carry out my day. Cupcake was the most organized person in my nest, and if I’d needed a thrall assistant—which I didn’t—she would have been perfect. Thralls were complicated and Cupcake needed me to need her but I had bigger plans for her than a record keeper.

I checked myself in the mirror. I was dressed for the cooler weather as well as for my token—or maybe not so token, depending on certain people’s moods—blood sacrifice, wearing jeans, butt-stompers, an ocean blue tank top, and a used leather riding jacket I had taken in trade early in the junkyard’s history. I’d cut off the fringe and the silly patches some wannabe biker chick had stitched on. The jacket was weathered, had a few holes, and gleamed where the patches had been torn away.

The roadhouse’s new riding leathers, kuttes, shirts, and other gear were on hold until after the colors were approved by the top men of four motorcycle clubs at this morning’s . . . whatever this was going to be. The tight, cropped tank top I wore had a back that dropped deep below my shoulder blades, and if I’d ever been inked with club colors, the tattoo would have shown. The tank top would also show everyone who rode in for the spectacle, that I was sacrificing blood today. Eventually, if I had guessed right and managed to heal after a tat, without the ink being shoved out of my body by nanobots, I’d have a full back tat of the roadhouse colors.

Leaving a biker club wasn’t easy. Wasn’t done often. And was intended to hurt. A lot.

From the beginning of the first motorcycle club, a made-man leaving the club had to give up everything club related: his kutte, patches, club clothing, his bike if it had come from the club or if it was painted with the club’s colors, and most especially, his tats. If he owed the club money, he might forfeit his house. Even today, if a made-man was in good standing with the club and left due to health or family, removing the tats could be easy, maybe by inking over, from shoulder to shoulder and neck to the small of his back, all at once, in one day. That had to hurt, but it was the easy way. If not in good favor, then he’d sacrifice blood a different way. The club colors might be branded off. Or flayed off with a knife.

I was a made-man since I was a kid, and I was leaving the leaving the Outlaw Militia Warriors Motorcycle Club by choice, without a hardship reason. And due to the circumstances in which I’d been granted made-man status, I had no club tats and no idea what the club would do to me to obtain blood sacrifice.

I had no OMW colors on anything except my old kutte, which I had outgrown years ago. My kutte had been intended for a small girl. Now it hung on an old wire hanger, the back facing me. Tears gathered in my eyes. I was OMW to the core. To the soul. Just as my Pops had been. But for the OMW to remain the organization it had become, I had to leave it. If I didn’t, if I stayed in the OMW, I’d one day soon transition my way to the top, like the other queen had done. Like hers, my nanobots would not be denied.

I’d killed Clarisse Warhammer for taking over the MSA—the Mara Salvatrucha Angels—and for making a nest of brainwashed slaves. So I had to leave the OMW. Simple.

I breathed deeply, forcing my tears away, and studied myself in the mirror.

Despite the ugly riding jacket I looked okay. I slid on my orange tinted sunglasses to hide my weird orange irises. Shoved my fingers through my hair to spike it up some more. Pulling a lipstick out of my pocket, I smeared orange on my lips. My hand was shaking.

Today I’d give up everything I loved.

Asshole—Logan Jagger—had explained everything to McQuestion, the top man in the OMW. He might not believe that I could or would take over his club, every single body and every single soul, but he’d seen the nest made by Warhammer. He had agreed to let me go.

I blinked. Two tears rolled down my face. I let them fall onto my cheap riding jacket. They would be the last tears I spilled today. No matter what they did to me.

I’d suffer. I knew that. The purpose of the ceremony was to shed blood and then wear a scar for the rest of my life. Of course, my nanobots would heal me without a scar, unless I did something major to prevent that healing. And maybe even then I’d heal perfectly and fast. If I did, then it was possible that I’d have to go through this again, and sacrifice blood in a different way. I didn’t know what would happen today. But most of it would suck.

Cupcake opened the hatch and entered the office. It was dawn. Breakfast time for Cupcake, no matter how late I’d gone to bed. But this time, she was silent when she entered, not chattering like usual. Solemn.

Cupcake had been Red’s Old Lady. Red had been number three in the original Hell’s Angels until the Mara Salvatrucha criminal gang conquered enough chapter houses to force a merger for most of the country. Though the Hell’s Angels had retaken most of their territory since the Battle of Warhammer’s Nest, Cupcake was staying with me. The thought hit me.

Oh . . . flaming hells. “Cupcake, how many HA tats do you have?”

Cupcake set my breakfast on the dinette I’d refurbished from an old RV. “None. The MSA inked them all over when they took us.” Cupcake’s big blue eyes met mine, steady and determined. “But I have some big MSA ink. It comes off today. I prepared Devil’s Milk for both of us. We’ll have a shot of shine with a healthy dose of the milk and see what we can stand.”

I thought back to the time she had spent in the med-bay, going through a second transition, and that time we’d paid good money for hot baths in Charleston. I’d never paid attention to her naked. I was pretty sure I never looked at her then. I pointed to her jacket, and she shrugged out of it, facing away from me.

Like me, Cupcake was wearing a halter top that left most of her back exposed. She had been inked from shoulder to shoulder with the word Salvatrucha and beneath it, a demon with wings half spread. MSA’s dark blue ink. There were swirls over the old HA tats. She turned around, and I saw the MSA initials over her heart. I shook my head. I had no idea how to help her through this.

“Amos?” I asked.

“He was never inked for the club. He’s good. Evelyn, Wanda, and Alex are staying home today, and, not being affiliated, they don’t have club ink.”

“I’ve never let anyone else suffer stuff I wasn’t willing to suffer too,” I said.

“Suck it up, Sistah,” she said, her voice harsher than her usual pep. “Today’s the first of many. You’re the prez. Your people are here to suffer for you, instead of you.”

Which I hated. I sat at my place, and Cupcake removed the sterling silver serving tops from the sterling platters as she sat across from me. On the fancy China, were real eggs instead of the eggy goo I had been eating for years. They should have looked yummy.

Neither of us had much appetite, and neither of us felt like talking. It was a silent breakfast, and there were a lot of leftovers to feed Cupcake’s new chickens.

∆∆∆

By ten a.m. we had the roadhouse looking pretty good, bottles stacked in front of the bullet resistant, break-resistant mirrors, glasses sparkling, and the real-wood-epoxy bar shining. The round tables were neat and clean of cat paw prints. Cat hair was swept up. Mostly. And the cats had agreed to make themselves scarce in return for some of the frozen protein from the spaceship’s freezers. The fact that it was human protein from Clarisse Warhammer’s attack didn’t bother the cats, and it wasn’t like I was telling anyone.

Jolene said into our comms, “Shining Sugah, we got us some visitors, riding bikes, in formation.”

She sounded excited, while my stomach dropped through my guts and into my feet. Fear ran up my spine like ants—Cataglyphis bicolor Fabricius ants, swarming to kill. Pure fear. My breath came fast.

“One contingent,” Jolene said, “is arriving from the direction of Coal River Road in Naoma, and . . . Well, well, well. Woudja lookit that. One is heading in from Pond Fork Road West.”

She put the drone vid up on the big screen across from the bar. She was right. The MC leaders were early. And they were riding war bikes with armor. The two contingents, as Jolene called them, were mixed clubs, the made-men of more than one club riding together.

It was unheard of. The drone was too high for me to tell which clubs had aligned enough to ride together.

What the bloody freaking hell?

And . . . again with someone coming down Pond Fork. “A kid on a scooter getting through the gulch and washout I can accept,” I said, “but that many riders in formation?”

“Drew’s Creek Road might be open again to State Road 99,” Mateo said, talking about backcountry roads, or what was left of them. “And if that’s open, then the Four County Mine Road switchback connecting Raleigh County to Logan County could be open.”

I frowned.

Four County Mine Road was war-time construction, blasted though mountains, towns, villages, farms, and private property with no compensation to the owners and property holders, a road created to provide transport to and from the Four County Mine. The mine was massive, an area of West Virginia where four counties came together and metamaterials—or the precursors to making metamaterials—had been discovered. The materials had been necessary to the war effort, to solar-system travel and energy warfare, and nothing so unimportant as people’s rights, the condition of the land, or horrendous pollution had mattered to the Gov or the military.

When peace had been forced on Earth by the Bugs, the aliens who had put a stop Earth’s foolishness, the mine had been bombarded from near-earth orbit by a Bug ship. The roads were destroyed. So far as the locals knew, that road was impossible, impassable, and useless.

I tried to picture the route in my head, but Drew’s Creek Bridge had washed away in a flood. There were too many unknowns.

“Drop the drone’s altitude. I want to know which clubs came from the east, together, and which came from the west, together. And if they’re planning to go to war in my new bloody damn roadhouse.”

Tying on a Junkyard Roadhouse apron, Cupcake said. “I’ll get some cold drinks ready.”

“I’d let ’em die a thirst,” Jolene said. “They’s early, and that’s all kinds a rudeness. They’s mama’s shoulda taught ’em better. And don’t you worry none, Shining Sugah. Gomez and Mateo and me done some upgrades on the perimeter defenses.”

“You—” I forced the words to stop and let the irritation go, scanning the bar. There was nothing cooked to feed guests but eggs and big salads. But as Jolene said, they were early. And if my crew had upgraded the security system, there was nothing I could do about it now.

Jolene said, “We got Marconi and Charles Whip of the Hell’s Angels riding together, natch, with the Black Sabbath. Riding fifteen meters behind them are the Sisters of the Cross. They’re heading south from Charleston. The Sisters usually ride with the Sabbath, so this may or may not be significant.” Her tone changed. “We got the OMW, in the person of Roy Gamble, with Logan Jagger and Marconi’s son, Jacopo, who, according to their bike formation, are now allied with the Boozefighters.

“Captain,” she snapped out, dropping the Southern accent and now talking to Mateo. “We were expecting one officer and two one-percenters from one club. We now have sixty-seven riders from five clubs. They are armed.”

“Activating stealth systems,” Mateo said, grimly.

My heart sank. Everything I had worked for required the clubs to be at peace.

I closed my eyes behind my orange glasses. If I cussed, I’d be cussing. If I cried, I’d fall limp to the floor and weep. Unfortunately, I was built, heart and soul, for fighting. The adrenaline in my blood stream activated my nanobots and strength shot into my system. My breath deepened.

“Activating passive defenses and close-range lasers,” Jolene said.

“Activating MJR blaster,” Gomez said.

“Rail Gun activated,” Mateo said.

Bloody damn. If I had to fight this many armed people, friends, and my lover, I’d have to reveal the Bug ship defenses and the armaments of the USSS Sunstar. To keep the secrets hidden in plain sight on the junkyard property, I’d have to kill them all.

And transition any survivors. No way. Never.

Sixty-seven riders. Two hours early. Coming from different directions, and riding in war formations, with what appeared to be new alliances, to a supposedly peaceful meeting.

Peaceful, my brown ass. This sounded like the beginning to an OK Corral shootout.

“Identify incoming vehicles and all heavy weapons and armaments,” I said. I opened my eyes.

The drones dropped in dizzying spirals, surveying. “No heavy weapons. No armaments,” Jolene said. “Personal weapons only. No battle flags.”

“No—” I studied at the screens on the wall, and my blood pressure dropped. They were flying club colors. No stealth involved at all. Their war bikes were on full throated roar, riding slow, as if on parade. A tiny smile pulling at my lips, I said, “Belay that order. The bikers are arriving at the same time. This is choregraphed. It’s a spectacle, not a war. Deactivate defenses and passive and active weapons. All of them.”

“Are you certain?” Jolene and Mateo demanded at the same time.

“Bloody damn,” I breathed out a silent laugh. “Yeah. Absolutely, one hundred percent certain. Deactivate all weapons.”

“Permission to keep them on standby, Captain,” Jolene asked her former boss, not me.

“Permission granted. In the event of attack, follow agreed upon protocols.”

I shook out my shoulders and arms and took a couple of deep breaths. “Cupcake and Amos. Water and booze with ice. Nuts and pretzels.” Ice was rare. It took power and water to make it and we had both, some of it stolen from the crashed spaceship hidden out back. Nuts took water to grow. In today’s economy, serving ice and nuts together was like Champagne and those fish eggs people used to eat and claim they liked. “First drinks are on the house. All sixty-seven of them. After that, the price list goes up. Way up. Double it for today only.”

“Yes sir,” Cupcake said. “Inputting that info to the bar’s system.”

“Thaw sandwich meat,” I said to Jolene.

“Okay,” I said to the rest of the crew. “Let’s do this.” I pulled on gloves and tugged my JYR T-shirt straight. “Jolene, you and Mateo try not to kill anybody, okay?”

“Only if it’s necessary,” Jolene said, a bare hint of Southern in her words.

It wasn’t worth an argument.

I threw open the roadhouse doors and stalked into the winter sunshine of the desert of West Virginia, stopping on the covered porch. The sound of war bikes on the swirling wind came from everywhere. I stepped from the covered porch to meet my visitors in the parking area. Despite my conviction, adrenaline was still shooting through me as the bikes appeared on the street out front, a street that was now a lot shorter, closer to the buildings. The drive no longer had a wide curve hiding the junkyard. We’d built forward.

Cats raced along the edges of the clear area and took up hiding spots, dozens of cats. Tuffs’ Destruction. That was the name they’d given themselves when the lesser queen was killed and the two nests merged into one. And they were all present, if out of sight, to see a spectacle.

The clubs turned in from two directions at the same time, formations changing as the presidents and heads of the nation’s most formidable motorcycle clubs rode side by side. They passed Jolene’s best defenses without incident and roared slowly toward the front doors of Junkyard Roadhouse. Dust flew. The stink of exhaust swirled on the cold air.

It was like standing in front of an avalanche of mayhem and chaos and crazy. If they decided to open fire, I’d be minced cat food. Quite literally.

The first bikes came to a halt, the presidents and VPs dropping their feet to the dusty gravel. The one percenters—the top made-men of the club—spread out around them and stopped. The lesser riders fanned out behind them. The Sisters of the Cross maneuvered to one side and halted, one woman in front. The last of the riders put two feet down to stabilize.

As if they had planned it, all the bikes died. Silence . . .

This was new. This was . . . different. I hadn’t prepared a welcoming speech, just a few thoughts. A few descriptions. A few things I knew I needed to be able to say, but bloody hell, not to a crowd like this.

McQuestion, AKA Roy Gamble himself, pulled off his helmet. The others all followed suit. I nodded to Bengal. He’d already been easily identifiable even behind the bug splattered faceplate, because he had a cyborg arm, and he’d had some fine artwork put on the outer metal parts. He grinned back. J’Ron Walker, AKA Mama-Killer, of the Black Sabbath, was watching me like a cat. He had grown out his beard and wore it in short stiff braids. He was augmented, but all his work was under his skin, wartime improvements. Charles Whip was parked by Marconi, both taking in the roadhouse, neither letting me out of their field of vision.

I hadn’t met the Sisters of the Cross. Their president was a dark skinned woman, her eyes steely. I’d seen meaner.

Letting my eyes slide away to meet Jagger’s for a half second, that hot something inside me clenched hard before I moved on. Asshole had been offered retirement, twice now, the first time after he survived the Battle of Mobile, and then after the battle of Warhammer’s Nest. According to the charter papers amended after the Battle of Mobile, retirement—not leaving the club but leaving active duty—following a major battle was offered and returning to the fold and active duty was up to the member. Jagger had agreed, signed the papers, but for reasons I didn’t know, his retirement and joining me here had been put off.

To Jagger’s side was Jacopo. Enrique’s bike was behind their father’s. I had known one of mine was nearby, had known it was him. Wished it wasn’t. Though he was a thrall, infected by my nanos, Enrique could live on his own if he stayed far away from me. The less contact the better, but he was unwilling or unable to stay away if there was opportunity to be near me. And here he was, his bike accoutered for war, but bearing no weapons.

I met the gazes of warriors I had fought beside at the last battle when we killed Clarisse Warhammer, nodding to each as I went, letting the silence build. I remembered how Pops had done it when he was addressing riders and needed to make an impression.

When the silence had built long enough to crackle on the thin air, I said, “Presidents. VPs. Gentlemen. Ladies. Distinguished warriors and visitors. You have entered neutral ground, created for the betterment of all and for business for everyone. A place to drink and talk in safety. Get a meal. Back rooms of the roadhouse are a trading post and a central clearing house, carrying goods and equipment. There are a few rooms to let, first come first served. There’s a wand laundry and, if you pay enough, a washing machine. There are PTCs with actual hot water showers to augment the body wands.”

That part caught the interest of the Sisters of the Cross’s president. And no one had shot me. Yet. So that was promising.

“The showers are pricy,” I added. I let my mouth relax, and one side pulled into a grin I couldn’t hide. “This territory is autonomous and self-supporting, dealing equally with all the clubs and all of them having access to the amenities so long as they follow the rules and regs, set forth.” I indicated the Rules of Entry on the door to my side.

“By fiat of the presidents of the Outlaw Militia Warriors, the Hell’s Angels, the Black Sabbath, and the Boozefighters, all in agreement . . .” I spread my arms and turned in a small circle, “. . . I present to you, the Junkyard Roadhouse.”

No one moved. No one spoke. Letting their own silence ride the air, a specter of impending violence. I let my arms fall like a dancer, and waited. Now came the hard part.

“Little Girl of the OMW,” McQuestion said. “Where is your kutte?”

The door behind me opened, and Cupcake walked out to stand to my left. Amos stood to my right. Cupcake held up my kutte on its hanger.

I said, “To save the people I loved from the poisons in my blood, I left the place of my heart and soul, left my brothers in arms, and went into hiding, to keep from infecting them. I outgrew my kutte, but never my brothers, never my colors, never my vows of loyalty.”

“Until this day,” McQuestion said.

Those words cut deep, but I kept my face neutral. “Until this day. And today, for the betterment of all, I ask to be released from my vows.”

“Show me your skin.”

I pulled off the cheap black jacket and dropped it to the porch floor. The cold air hit my skin and chill bumps rose. Again, I held out my arms and turned in a slow circle.

“Where is your ink?”

And that was when I realized why the Sisters were here. In a club, every person has a job, and that job benefits the club. During the war, the Sisters of the Cross had been at a rally in Omaha and had entered the fighting late in the game. A week after the first MamaBots landed, they had armed up and headed west, where they rescued the inhabitants of two towns under attack from a Mama-Bot and took the citizens under their wing until they could all reach safety. After that, or maybe because of that, since they had saved an entire hospital of medical staff, they had become excellent medics and tattoo artists of the highest skill.

The Prez of the Sisters was reputed to be the best tattoo artist east of the Mississippi, riding an HD Street Glide, slightly chopped, with hardbody lockable storage full of portable gear and inks. Tomika Alverez wore a huge cross with a dead Jesus on it, blood at hands and feet and head and on his side. To her left and her right were her VP and her Enforcer, both said to have her skill, or nearly so. A large contingent of the club had come, and . . . McQuestion had asked me about my ink.

I said, “I was made a made-man in the middle of the war. The inker for the OMW, Weylon McClelland, had been hit, and his gear destroyed. There was no time to find ink or an artist. No time to do anything but fight. I never had a tat.”

“No made-man who leaves the club for any reason, leaves without a sacrifice, without shedding blood. Our plan today was to brand off your tat and have the Sisters re-ink you. That will not change. Where do you want your brand?”

My mouth went dry. “Under my left shoulder blade.”

“National Enforcer. Start the fire.”

Holy bleeding hell. Jagger was going to have to brand me.

His mouth was hard, his movements steady, Jagger set his jiffy stand, the proper term for a Harley’s side-stand, and he stood, eyes holding mine. He had already been informed. This was part of his own sacrifice. Jagger was still an Enforcer. Retirement was still on the board. But this was a test of loyalty and honor. Prove yourself. Brand your girlfriend.

He walked to the back of the seated riders and returned carrying a brazier, a bag of charcoal, a small can of lighter fluid, and an iron stick with an iron plate welded to the end. Nearly eight by eight centimeters, each side about as long as my index finger.

“Holy shit,” Cupcake said, the words broken, horror in her voice.

It hit me why. If they branded her tats, all her remaining HA ink and the MSA tats, she’d be a solid burn. My nanobots would heal her. But the pain until then would be . . . there were no words for what Cupcake would feel. She was part of my nest. My nanobots wouldn’t let her be hurt like that. I wasn’t sure I could control myself and not tear the person who was burning her apart with my bare hands.

I forced down my reactions and breathed deeply. I put a hand on Cupcake’s shoulder.

Feeling my reactions, or maybe smelling my fear sweat on the air, Spy wandered leisurely out of the shadows and across the porch. She stopped at my feet and sat. Lifted a front paw. Licked it once.

Charles Whip’s gaze rose from the cat, who he recognized as one of the cats from the last battle, to me. I didn’t let my expression change, but it was clear he’d offer me a challenge soon. Probably today. Whip had pride to restore. He gave me a faint smile, dropped his eyes, and pulled a half-smoked cigar. Lit it, puffing slowly.

Smoke from an old cigar mixed with the stench of lighter fluid.

“Do you claim Red’s Old Lady, Little Girl?” Whip asked around the cigar. “She left the club. No one leaves the Hell’s Angels.”

Sodding bastard. He was trying to take back Cupcake. I’d claim him in a heartbeat and make him my thrall. Him and his entire MC.

And then it hit me. What he’d just said. But before I could reply, he went on.

“If I decided to take her back, would you fight to stop me?”

Choosing my words carefully, into the silence I said, “She didn’t leave the club. Unlike you, your former president didn’t have the balls, the strategy, the tactics, or the skill, to defeat the Mara Salvatrucha. Cupcake suffered because the HA didn’t fight and didn’t win. They lost. Twenty-five chapter houses, if I recall.” I raised my voice. “The former prez left entire chapter houses to enslavement by Clarisse Warhammer. I went to battle with you to kill her so you could take back your chapter houses and your people. I did that. And I killed your enemy with my own hands.”

I dropped my hand from Cupcake and walked off the porch, across the bare dirt to Whip. My boots ground with each step. I could feel Jagger warning me to stop, our attachment still strong, despite the slight mutation to my own nanos. I ignored him and halted at Whip’s front wheel.

Softly, to carry no further than Whip’s ears, I said, “I. Killed. Your. Enemy. I gave you back twenty-five chapter houses, and freed your people from the poisons in their blood. You and the entire club,” I took a breath, “owe me.”

Whip’s eyes narrowed. Telling a prez his club owed a blood debt was a killing offence.

Even softer, I continued, “That’s why you, of all the presidents, agreed to the roadhouse. Pushed the idea of the roadhouse, so I’d be out of your hair and not able to influence your club. So, understand this. Cupcake is part of the deal. She will not be tortured so your one-percenters can get their rocks off watching a woman scream in pain. Fix this.”

Whip’s eyes went to slits, but I could feel him measuring me. I had to make him listen and agree, without letting him lose face. That was what this was all about. Him not losing face. He’d won the war against Clarisse Warhammer, his most hated enemy, because of me, and his club knew it. But Cupcake had been the HA’s communication and records specialist for years before the MSA’s takeover. She was a valuable commodity. He had to take something back. Got it.

Louder I said, “She will be my VP and my Treasurer. She will guard any secrets she may have for the Hell’s Angels. Even from me. We can agree on the boilerplate and add that to the club’s charter.” Softer I said, “But I won’t let you torture her.”

“Why not?”

“Because she’s mine,” I stated flatly. And that hadn’t been the question I had had been expecting.

Whip grinned around the cigar, the smoke swirling into his left eye, which he blinked closed in a squinted wink. He looked at Cupcake. Loud enough to be heard around the entire parking lot, Whip said, “Deal.” As if we had made one beyond my demand that Cupcake not be branded or flayed. “Red’s Old Lady,” he shouted. “Come here. Let’s see your colors.”

Not knowing what had happened, but feeling my cautious relief through our bond, Cupcake walked closer and dropped her sweater. She turned around, so they all could see her over-inking. The hated MSA colors.

Under his breath Whip said, “Fuck.” Louder he said, “Red’s Old Lady. Do you agree to abide by Little Girl’s words? To guard the HA’s secrets, and to work for our benefit?”

I hadn’t said anything about working to his benefit and Cupcake was too wily to agree to different wording. “I will guard any secrets I still carry in my head for the Hell’s Angels. Even from the president and all members of any new MC I join. I’ll further state that I’ll join only an independent, neutral MC.”

“Like a certain roadhouse?”

“Yes.”

I said, “And since the HA is losing such a valuable asset, I’ll offer blood sacrifice to and for—Red’s Old Lady.” Not Cupcake. I didn’t know any other name for her.

Whip looked at me, and I knew he’d planned on all this. Triumph glittered in the depths of his eyes.

“I’ll draw up the papers,” he said, sounding far too satisfied.

I had no doubt he’d already drawn up the papers and that nothing in them would benefit me or the roadhouse, but all the presidents would have to agree to the amendment, so I’d deal with that later. I let my eyes promise him, I’ll get you. Watch your back.

He laughed through his nose, amused.

“Tomika?” Whip called out to the prez of the Sisters. “Can you and your Sisters ink over all these hated colors in one day?”

“Hell, yeah, white boy,” the prez said.

I liked her already.

Whip turned his eyes to Cupcake. “There still has to be blood. I’ll have to remove at least part of the demon. I’ll do the branding myself before the Sisters ink you.” His eyes flicked to me. “No one will get their rocks off to your pain. I’ve got Jollies.”

Jollies were knockout gummies for minor surgery.

“We have it covered,” Cupcake said. “But thanks, Chuck.”

Chuck?

He lifted a hand and touched her exposed collar bone, where a small tat had been covered over by an MSA swirl. It was an oddly gentle gesture.

Bloody hell. Had Whip and Cupcake ever . . . ?

“Little girl,” McQuestion called out to me. “It’s time.”

Cupcake whirled and slammed into me, hugging me hard.

I stiffened in her arms, surprised. We weren’t into physical affection, but I felt something in her hand pressed to my back, so I hugged her too.

“What?”

“Drink the whole thing.”

“Okay. And when the Sister starts to ink you, I’ll add my blood. That will make the new tats take. I hope.”

Cupcake laughed, her body shaking beneath my hands and against my chest. “That would suck, to be burned and tattooed all over and then have to go through it again.”

I shook my head and broke the hug. Cupcake grabbed my hand, and I closed my fist on the small vial in hers. A test tube from the medical supplies. It was full to the top with a white substance, thick and gooey. Devil Milk. Deeply addictive on the first sip. But the effects would last hours and not leave us waking up mid-torture the way a Jollie would. And my nanos should—might?—keep us from being addicted.

I glanced at Jagger. While we’d been talking, his iron had started glowing, barely red in the brazier. I still had some time. “I need a drink,” I said to Whip. “Presidents and McQuestion only. Let’s drink.”

“Whatchu got, Little Girl?” McQuestion asked.

“Shine, three flavors; mead, four flavors; two bottles of tequila. And seven limes.”

“Limes?” Whip said, startled. “You got limes?”

“For the betterment of all,” I said. “Hey, Tomika. As per the agreement just reached with Whip, we’ll use my blood in the tattooing process.”

“How’m I gonna do that?”

I walked to McQuestion and held out my hand. “Knife.”

The bemused man placed a six cementer folding knife in my gloved palm. I opened the blade and closed my grip around the smooth hilt. I rolled up my sleeve, ground my molars together to keep from screeching, and sliced my inner arm, scoring a couple millimeters deep. I extended the bloody blade to Cupcake, who rinsed the blade with water, spilling my blood to the ground, the water killing the nanobots that inhabited me. Simple water. Nanobots were designed to be inside a warm body. Water—scarce and valuable—killed them dead. With her other hand, she captured the blood from my cut in a shot glass and placed a cloth over the wound, as if I needed that to clot my blood when the nanos would do it for me.

“Mix a few drops with each of the inks,” I said. “Otherwise, they won’t take.”

“Well shit. I ain’t ever inked with blood before,” Tomika said. “I guess there’s a first time.”

∆∆∆

Devil’s Milk was fabulous. My whole body felt like I was floating on air. Being branded felt like the best orgasm ever. Coming down off of it while I was inked with the roadhouse’s new colors—approved by the other clubs while I was being branded—had sucked, though a second very tiny sip had helped. A full second dose would probably addict even someone with nanobots. I closed my eyes, tried to breathe through the pain, and sucked shine through a metal straw to dull the torment of two tattoo guns working across my shoulders at the same time.

I was naked from the waist up, stretched across the biggest round table, my wrists and ankles tied to the table legs. My bare boobs were smushed against the table top. There was a lot of blood, which was being soaked into rags and then dropped into a bucket of water. Beside me, on another round table, Cupcake was drunker than two skunks and was singing along with the music being pumped into the room through the speakers. Tennille Tennyson’s mellow voice sang about rivers and streams and walking in the rain. Cupcake squawked like a dying chicken, “singing” along with the star.

“I’m not drunk enough for this,” I shouted to no one in particular. Alcohol didn’t work on me like humans. I’d never be drunk enough for this; it wasn’t possible. The nanobots treated alcohol like a poison, which I guessed it was, and cleared it from my system almost as fast as I could take it in.

“Dayam girl,” the voice on my right said. “You done drank two bottles a shine all by your lone self, and you ain’t bled no more than a sober person.”

Alcohol thinned blood and made the art work less than acceptable. Not for me. Not my people. Most artists didn’t allow alcohol during tats for that reason.

“Tomika,” I said, “keep it to yourself, but with my infection,” I said using the word the clubs understood, “I can drink any man in this place under the table.”

“My lips are sealed. But next time I’m here, Imma take bets. And Mama gonna take the pot home.”

I laughed as one of the Sisters put a straw to my lips again. I sucked the shot glass dry. “You wearing gloves?” I asked.

“You done asked me that ten times already,” Tomika said, her mouth close to my ear.

I could see her knee and hip, bent over my shoulder, and part of her elbow in my line of sight.

“Yes. We all gloved,” she said. “Everyone a my girls. And we’re gonna get us somma that hot water showers when we’re done, anyway. Jagger say as long as we glove and shower and wash our clothes, we good.”

“Jagger,” I said, feeling the shine hit my system.

“Ummm,” Tomika said back.

The gun beat against my shoulders. Hurt like hell.

“You and him ever get together?” she asked.

I laughed.

I must have given something away because she said, “Way-ell, way-ell, way-ell. Listen to you purr like one a these damn cats.”

“The cats are inside the bar?” I tried to raise my head, but . . . right. I was secured.

“Ain’t interested in the cats, Shining. I’m interested in Jagger. He as good as they say?”

“Oh, Tomika.” I breathed in through my nose, remembering. “He’s the bestest.”

Disbelief in her voice, she asked, “Better than a sex-bot or batteries?”

I laughed out loud. “I never used either but he’s a machine.”

“Ummmm girl. I might see if I can get me some.”

I laughed again, the drunken sound louder than the music. “Do and I’ll kill . . . kill,” I stopped and thought, the shine rushing through me. “Right. I’ll kill you. Like I did Clarisse Warhammer.”

Laughter from feminine throats joined mine, burbling up around me. Drool pooled under my cheek. “Jagger’s . . . mine.”

“I got that loud and clear.”

On the speakers, an ancient song by some country singer came on. And I knew Jolene was listening in, playing her namesake song. I closed my eyes and gave in to the pain.

∆∆∆

Toward midnight, the Sisters were finishing inking me. My back was bandaged in those special oversized military bandages meant to cover large burns. My chest was draped in my hooded shirt except for above my left boob, as Tomika’s hands covered that in bandages.

Despite my nanos, I was, for once, drunker than hell. I figured my nanos had been too busy working on the tat damage and the ink under my skin—which also contained my blood and nanobots, and had to confuse the heck out of all of them—to pay attention to a little liquor. A lot of liquor.

The noise in the bar had risen, and I could pick out a raucous darts game, arm wrestling, several heated discussions bordering on arguments, one about politics, one about music and the “country shit coming over the speakers,” and one about the best breed of dog. Over all of them, that one was loudest and growing louder. Rotts, Pitties, and Cane Corsos were at the top of the list.

“Not everybody surrendered weapons at the door, did they?” I asked Tomika.

“Guns yes. Knives, no.”

“Bloody hell. I’m about to have a knife fight, on opening day, aren’t I?”

Tomika untied my feet with quick pulls.

I stretched my strained arms and slid into the oversized shirt I’d held against me. It was black, so it wouldn’t show the blood or bandages, and it was thick enough to hide boobs. I pulled it over my head and down my body without flashing anyone and let Tomika help me sit upright on the tabletop. As she lifted me, I groaned and said, “Tomika, who’s paying you for your work?”

“Bengal took up an offering. I get paid up front or I don’t work.”

I rolled my head without moving my shoulders and spotted Bengal at the best table in the house, against the back wall in the corner, sitting with other presidents and VPs, playing poker. I gave Bengal a thumb’s up, and he grinned back, flicking his eyes around the room in what might be a warning. I followed the direction his eyes had taken.

Men were yelling over the music, drunk and rowdy; the officers and enforcers were ignoring their men. The MCs pushing boundaries? Probably. Seeing if I could maintain order on neutral ground, after being branded by my “boyfriend” and inked over a high percentage of my body surface. Bloody lovely.

As the music selection changed, one voice rose over the others. “I’ll show you a dog.” I heard an impact and the yowl of a cat. Someone had kicked a junkyard cat. I felt the knowledge shoot through Spy’s connection to me.

The cat’s vision filtered over mine, overlaying the room from her perspective in greens and silvers. She was staring at a man in an HA kutte. One chapter house. No kills, no war patches. The new guy. The cat kicker was standing, fists bunched, shouting.

As the opening to an all-out brawl intended to test my ability to enforce my Rules of Entry, they’d started with a cat kicker. Rules of Entry number fourteen stated, “Damaging cats or dogs will result in forfeit of the biker’s ride.” Meaning I got his bike, whatever it was. I was betting it was piece of crap, since it was about to be taken away. I was also betting they hadn’t read the rules thoroughly as they entered.

Tomika said into my ear, “We about to see trouble.”

“Tomika, you and the Sisters who inked us go shower and wash clothes,” I said fast. “Take a three minute shower, gratis, for services rendered.”

“Damn fine tip.”

“I’m sweet that way.”

“Yeah. I can see you a lollipop.” She fist bumped my shoulder, not quite missing the bandages. I winced. She laughed, mostly at my wince. “You trying to get rid of us, ain’tcha?” she asked.

“No need to get caught in the crossfire.”

She packed up her gear efficiently, and the Sisters of the Cross vacated the building. Two fighters were making feints at each other and it didn’t look staged. I tapped my morphon as I swept my gaze across the room, taking in everything in an instant.

There was blood on three tables. Not a lot, since none of us bled much, but still.

Cats were everywhere, including sitting on the tables, licking the blood off.

My liquor stock was down considerably, but there was a stack of cash and new trade items ringed the bar.

Some kind of screaming-guitar rock and roll came on the speakers.

Two seconds had passed. “Mateo, Jolene, we need water to clean the tables,” to kill my nanos, “and send in the bouncer. Fast.”

Even as I called for backup, the HA newbie sliced his opponent’s face, a clear violation of the rules. The cut guy fell back. Laughing, the HA walked toward the door, boots clomping. He was scrawny, potbellied, face scarred by one of the plagues, shouting about his dog. He slammed open the door. Whistled.

Every cat in the house bristled, their hair standing on end.

A dog raced in the door. Intact. Wearing a spiked fighting collar. Scarred. Half starved. Fighting dog. Part wolf, part Cane Corso, part devil dog. Humongous.

He sniffed the air. And he headed straight toward me. He had my scent. In a flash, I understood that the dog had been trained to hunt and kill me.

I didn’t have a handgun. No one in the place did.

There was nothing I could do. I braced myself. The dog leaped at me.

Four cats landed on his back. Spy landed on his head. She split his nose with one swipe. More cats raced in and ringed the fight, eyes intense, bodies looking eager. Every cat in the building circled the fight, and it was obvious that the fighting cats were playing with the dog, taunting, scratching or biting and racing away.

The music cut off.

The bikers were frozen, silent, the only sounds the dog yelping and growling as the cats scratched him.

The bikers didn’t see the bouncer walk in through the private door in the back.

My bouncer was Jolene’s contribution to the roadhouse—what she called her alter ego, whatever that was. It was a burnished black metal bot, more than two meters tall. From the waist up she was built like one of the Barbie dolls from the past, big pointed boobs, tiny waist, blonde wig. Sex-bot face. But with two arms built in the style of warbots. From the waist down she wore a weapons harness shaped like a short skirt. Beneath the skirt, three legs propelled her. Each limb had a multitude of weapons built in.

The bot waded into the melee and picked up the dog with one hand. She plucked off the cats and placed them gently on the floor. She carried the scratched dog out the door and shoved him away to lick his wounds.

Jolene had saved the dog.

The cats sauntered into the shadows, looking smug. The bouncer walked to the HA biker, her head moving up and down his body, as if inspecting him for fleas. His mouth opened and closed like a dying fish. Nothing had gone the way he planned, and he seemed uncertain what the bot’s presence meant.

He looked at his president for affirmation, leading me to deduce that Whip had set this thing in motion, to test me. Bastard. The HA hadn’t known he was Whip’s sacrifice, part of Whip’s game to see what I had.

Jolene picked up the scrawny biker. And slammed him into the floor. Again. Again. His face broke. His arms broke. She removed all his weapons, sticking them in her skirted weapon holder. She tossed the biker over a shoulder and carried him to me, where she upended a bottle of water over the table where I still sat with my knees crossed like a yoga pose, which was very uncomfortable in riding boots. She wiped the surface clean and lay his broken body in front of me.

“Rule fourteen,” I said into the quiet bar. “Hurting cats or dogs will result in forfeit of the biker’s ride.” I looked up from the bloody mess on my table. “This thug isn’t Marconi’s so that means he belongs to Whip.” I settled my gaze on him. “Since he’s your toy, Whip, I assume he rode bitch seat on your bike, so that means your bike is mine.”

The room had gone dead silent. Whip stood, menacing.

I grinned. “You pull anything like that here again, testing my metal,” I let my gaze move over the presidents, “and Jolene here will carry out Rule Fifteen.” I cocked my head and unfolded my legs, slid off the table to my feet, my butt on the edge, the table holding me upright as the room swam from liquor and pain.

“Did you read the Rules of Entry before you came in?” I asked them all before settling my gaze on Whip again. “No. Because you assumed the roadhouse wasn’t open. But the moment the presidents of the supporting clubs spent money or trade in Junkyard Roadhouse, it became officially open for business. And Rule Fifteen states, “Any president, VP, or enforcer on site is responsible for the actions of his made-men, new members, and prospects, and recompense will be enforced on the highest officer present. That’s you, Whip.”

“I’m not giving up my ride,” he growled.

“No. Because I’m not taking it away from you.” Yeah, Whip, I did not say aloud. Suck on that one for a while. You owe me. Again. And everyone here knows it.

“I’m feeling magnanimous. Again,” I said. “So, you keep your ride. But we are not even. We are not even close to being even. I’ll decide what you forfeit in the morning.”

Whip’s stupidity meant I had gotten Cupcake back without amending the charter, and Whip knew it. He grimaced. I wanted to let out a whoop, but a celebration was premature.

I looked around the room. “Roadhouse is closed. There are four private rooms in repurposed shipping containers out back, one for each club. Gratis for tonight. Be sure to read the Rules of Entry on each of the containers. Leave them clean. And I mean spotless. I aintcher mama. Bring the linens to the roadhouse door in the morning. Clean your dishes. Bring pay for the showers. Good night, gentlemen.”

Silent, the presidents left the roadhouse. Some of the riders left the property, bikes roaring into the night. Some stayed. Jagger walked up to me, leaned down, and kissed me gently. Against my lips he asked, laughter in his voice, “Can your bouncer join us in your bed?”

I hiccupped with laughter and nearly fell. “Fuck you, Asshole.”

“Exactly what I have planned.” He picked me up and carried me through the hidden door that led, eventually, to my former office.

∆∆∆

About two hours later, I woke in my bed. With Jagger spooned up against me. Gently, he turned me to my side, his mouth on mine. The rest of him began doing wonderful things to me again.

∆∆∆

I woke the next morning before five a.m. Jagger was gone. As always. Tuffs was curled asleep on the Bug command chair and opened one eye, glared at me, and closed it.

I crawled from my bed naked and drank two liters of water. Hit the coffee maker on as I headed to my PTC—my personal toilet compartment, which was about the size of a matchbook. Glanced at my face in the small mirror. Even with my nanos healing me, I had bags under my orange eyes and pillow lines on my left cheek. My hair was flat on one side and standing up on the other as if a stiff wind was blowing it. I looked like I’d had a night on the town, been rode hard, and put up wet.

I blew a snort through my nose. In a lot of ways, I guessed that fit.

Using the wand over my face and body, I removed dead skin cells, hair, sweat, and dried blood, yanked off the blood-damp burn-style bandages and dropped them in the recycler, vacuumed up the mess, and slathered myself in sunscreen. That was a necessity year-round, since the WIMP bomb had exploded over Germany during the war. Skin cancers from the sun’s radiation were a primary cause of death, right behind starvation and violence.

I still looked crappy, and now that I was a businesswoman, that wouldn’t do. I striped on Kajal kohl eyeliner and added orange lipstick. Smeared some goo in my hair to make it stand up in spikes. I didn’t look at my body. Delayed gratification and all that.

In the main room of the alien Bug ship that once served as my office and was now my private apartment, I turned on the lights and cameras. Shoved the oversized command chair out of the way, under the devices built-in overhead and to the sides. I aimed all the internal cams toward me and observed my naked body in the screens. Dozens of emotions ricocheted inside me. Shock. Bewilderment. Amazement. Joy rose to the top.

“Bloody hell. Lookit me.”

Across my back, were the roadhouse’s colors, with the top rocker and bottom rocker just as they would appear on my kutte. Junkyard was the official name of the indie motorcycle club, and it was prominent across my shoulders in a jarring blue-green and near-black. My lower spine displayed the territory the club claimed, Raleigh Co, WV, and beneath it in much smaller print, the words Neutral Ground. The club colors were in between the top and bottom rockers, and they brought tears to my eyes.

The club’s colors looked like an old motorbike wheel. The fender was a blue green bright enough to sear my eyeballs. The tire was dark blue, close enough to be black, while the rim and five sturdy spokes were blood red. The hub of the axle was a cat eye, the same color as the fender, with a slit blackish pupil. From the eye was a drop of red. Beneath, as if the wheel hovered above the horizontal knife, was a sheathed blade, the haft crosshatched, with two tiny drops of blood hidden in the crosshatching, the blade sheath as dark as the tire, to show it was not going to be used. On the right side of the colors were the initials, MC, RH, TP, and CH, to show what we offered here, on the neutral territory. Motorcycle club, roadhouse, trading post, and clearing house.

Every part of the rockers and the colors had been discussed and argued over. Every element, every color, had symbolism. And the fact that the clubs had inked me, meant that they had approved of everything. The Junkyard Motorcycle Club colors had five spokes to the wheel, showing we had the approval of the Hells Angels, the Outlaw Motorcycle Warriors, The Boozefighters, and the Black Sabbath. The OMW had released me—the sacrifice of blood had been paid, as in the drop of blood in the cat’s eye—my blood with its nanobots. The drops of blood in the haft of the blade were Harlan, my best friend, and Pops, who had given me the Junkyard and inadvertently set me on this path.

The Junkyard had official colors. The charter would be approved today. In only hours.

From the amount of dried blood on the sheets and in the PTC, I’d bled. A lot. But my guess that using my blood would allow me to be tattooed, had worked. I hoped it had worked with Cupcake. And Amos if he’d gone through the process too. I’d been drunk, but I remembered blood on three tables.

Below my left shoulder blade was a healing burn that wouldn’t scar, the brand applied by Jagger.

I turned around. Above my left breast were just the colors in that stunning blue green. I looked amazing. I pulled on panties, a halter style shirt so I didn’t need a bra that might touch the tats, and jeans. Over it all I added an oversized super soft sweater that had been here for years.

The door opened, and Cupcake stumbled in, carrying my breakfast. She looked like something the cats had dragged in and, as if to prove that, a dozen cats raced in at her feet and scattered around the office. Tuffs hissed when one tried to leap onto her queen chair.

“Good morning?” I asked as Cupcake wavered to the table, leaving the hatch open. “Cupcake?”

“Uhhh. Ooo oorrnn.”

Her eyes were puffy, her blonde hair in wild snarls, and her shirt was sticking to her back, blood leaking through the bandages. I might have to shove some of my nanos into her to help her heal.

I reached to close the door, and as I did I heard cats hissing, the “Sisssss,” that meant anger. Slowy I turned my head, to see all the cats, fifteen of them, staring at me, showing their fangs. Spy, their war-cat leader was sitting on the Bug alien chair back staring at my back. Ah. And smelling my blood. I swiveled my body to face them, letting them see the colors on my chest.

The hissing quieted. Spy, still showing her teeth, said, “Mrow. Siss.” Invaders. Dangerous. “Baaaahr.” This place is ours.

I flapped a hand to them, trying to figure out what had them riled.

Cupcake fell into the dinette bench seat and held her head in her hands. I got her a liter of water and said, “Drink.”

“Uhhh,” she said.

The cats were still showing teeth. I vaguely remembered hearing that the cats were in the roadhouse while I was being inked, and the clubs were drinking all my liquor and playing cards and putting things in the trading post for barter or cash. The cats had seen us being inked. Through Spy’s link to them, I sensed that they didn’t like what they had seen, and they were thinking the riders were dangerous. And then there had been the dog that attacked me.

I said, “The people here were, and are, our . . . allies.” Not friends. Couldn’t go that far. “This is what human bikers do when we claim territory. You remember the people we saw in Charleston on our big trip? All the riders were inked. All the riders who were here yesterday were inked. Yesterday we got inked.”

They hissed again.

It hit me. “You and the other cats, however, can ride with us and not be inked.”

Spy closed her mouth, covering her fangs, tilted her head. “Hhhhah mmm,” she said. It was cat for, Yes, this is so, and this is good. Then she said again. “Baaaahr.”

“yes. This place is ours. But the other humans will bring protein as a sacrifice for the clowder. For Tuffs’ Destruction. They will pet those who want to be petted. They will . . . They will bring toys for the young. They will entertain everyone. And sometimes, their cats who went to live with the bikers’ women may come to visit.”

Spy cocked her head at Tuffs the way she did when she was communing with other cats in that freaky ESP thing they had going, thanks to their own mutated nanobots.

I’d accidentally altered Tuffs, their queen, not too long after I’d come here. As a result, she had created her own very large nest, as I had been trying not to do. Before the battle of Warhammer’s Nest, Spy had sent small clowders into the clubs and had likely been spying on them all, gathering intel. I was pretty sure the cats intended to take over the world, but they were cats. There was nothing I could do about it, and it wasn’t as if they’d screw it up any worse than humans had.

Since the cats were no longer so angry, I poured water and kibble in their respective bowls and sat across from Cupcake. She had managed to keep down the water, but was still holding her head in her hands, hanging over her plate. We had eggs with tomatoes, peppers, and onions, something that might have been intended to be faux-bacon, a slice of rye toast, and ketchup.

I pushed a cup of coffee at her.

“I will never, ever, ever again, as God is my witness, drink mead after I drink shine.” She held up two fingers. “I swear on Red’s blacker-than-hell soul.”

∆∆∆

In a ceremony that was far more anticlimactic than I’d been expecting, the charter for Junkyard Roadhouse, Trading Post, and Clearing House, was signed by the three supporting presidents and the VP of the OMW, McQuestion. Cupcake was not mentioned, nor was the amendment Whip had planned to insert stating that she had to maintain HA’s secrets. Whip liked his ride enough to not press for pre-war secrets that would have been years out of date anyway.

Besides. I had more current secrets than Cupcake had old ones. Warhammer hadn’t been the whole iceberg; Warhammer had been only the tip of bigger problems. And the queen had left all her intel to me. Jolene had absorbed all of Warhammer’s information into her databanks and together we had a pretty good idea what she had been part of.

I hadn’t discussed it with anyone outside of my nest, but I had names, lots of names, of people who wanted to take over the country in one way or the other. Various leaders in the Gov, military, and Hand of the Law had gotten together and planned long-term reshaping of what was left of the world. In the US, they had infiltrated all the biker clubs, all the militias, everything and everyone who might stand up against being taken over. Enemies were everywhere. Some had visited my roadhouse over the last day and half, and they’d take knowledge of what had happened here back to the people who paid them so well.

I watched three of the people I wanted to see dead as the clubs and the individual riders squared up money—and trade—wise. Pics of the Rules of Entry on the roadhouse doors and the individual to-let rooms were made for future reference, and pics were made of Jolene’s bouncer. Bots were common everywhere. But Jolene’s alter ego was one of a kind. Items for the road and for the Old Ladies back home were purchased. A last round of my depleted liquor was consumed.

Leaving me with far better profit than I’d expected, everyone except Whip departed.

The prez of the HA was sitting at the bar, occupying the last seat in the row, a lowball glass with a half finger of liquid breakfast inside. There were cats all around him, sitting on the other stools, on the bar, and gathered on the floor at his feet, unmoving except for twitching tails, watching him. He did his best to ignore them, but after seeing the cats attack the dog last night he had to be uneasy. “Let’s talk,” he said.

I lifted a tabby with a white tail off a stool and obliged him. I sat silent. Whip wasn’t real happy with a silent woman staring him in the face. I figured he was used to demands, cries, or silence when bruises had been delivered. He was a man with a temper, known to respond to annoyances with his fists, gender and age of the recipient not respected. Everyone got the same treatment. He was egalitarian like that. But I was facing him like a man, one who gave off no fear vibes, and, for that matter, no respect vibes. I let an expression cross my face and pass through my body language to show him several things at once. My attitude suggested I could take him apart if I wanted, but I was a peaceable woman with a heart of gold. Then I smiled, and the last part vanished.

Whip blinked.

“We need to clear the air,” he said.

“Air’s pretty clear unless you take out that half smoked cigar and try to light it again.”

Whip blew out a breath. “Damn woman, you’re your old man through and through.”

“I am. And I’m Little Mama too, which makes me my own person, and my own threat.”

“What do I owe you to make up for . . . stuff?”

“I want ten bottles of that tequila you import every month.”

“What!”

I thought he’d come off his stool. The cats all tensed.

“For one year,” I continued. “One hundred-twenty, three liter bottles of the good stuff, unopened, no cracks, delivery to take place no later than the fifteenth of the month, every month, starting in January. That’s your personal responsibility. By my calculations, that’s less than the replacement cost of your bike.”

“Not by much. What does the club owe you?”

I grinned, and I let my teeth show. So did all the cats, which poor old Whip noticed. “Backup. For one year, starting in January. I call, you come, with as many of your best fighters of either gender as I ask for. You provide the weapons. You provide the ammo. You pay the death benefit for the dead’s families. You don’t haggle, argue, or make a scene. You simply show.” I let the grin slide away to nothingness.

“Me personally?” he demanded.

“I’ll take your NE. What’s his name? Davis? Goes by Hammer? Or I’ll take Marconi’s kids Jacopo and Mina.”

“You can keep that Mina bitch. She’s trouble.”

Scuttlebutt was that Mina, Marconi’s psycho daughter, had stabbed Whip for copping a feel. But gossip being rampant in the clubs, who knew.

“I’ll keep the offer in mind,” I said. If I could direct the psycho girl to the proper targets, she could be invaluable, but no way was I letting her live here. I’d have to transition her, and then I’d have a fawning thrall who’d likely kill anyone who came near me.

“What are we riding after as your support?”

“Remnants of MSA in bed with the Hand of the Law and the military and the Gov. We’re going to take them down for a hundred-kilometer radius, starting with the January delivery of your lovely tequila. To sweeten the deal, I have a list of three people in your upper echelon who are taking payments for intel from outside sources.”

“You do not. Ain’t possible.”

I hadn’t taken off my gloves after the riders left, so I slid a small piece of folded paper across the bar. “Names and who they’re reporting to. I’d like to see the people receiving info disappear. It’s possible they have leverage over your people, so I also want you to handle this quietly and save your people if possible. We got a deal?”

He stared at the small slip of paper. “Deal.” He put out his hand and wrapped his fingers around the names of his traitors. He dropped it in a pocket and rubbed his fingers along his jeans as if to rub off my cooties.

I lifted my eyebrows, amused. I liked being a minor source of fear to Whip. A big source would have been a threat he’d get rid of. A small one could manipulate him.

∆∆∆

The place was empty. The silence was amazing. One single day and night surrounded by voices, bikes, music, and the noise of humans, and I was already tired of it. I sat at the corner table in the empty bar and dug into my lunch. No one talked, just the way I liked it.

Lunch for Amos, Cupcake, and me consisted of salads from the greenhouse and some grilled pre-war SPAM someone had traded for drinks, with water and beer. When I was satisfied, I sat back in the wooden chair and looked around. Cats were everywhere, some asleep, some playing.

Jolene’s bot was nowhere to be seen, but her cameras in the UC were suddenly displayed on the screen. “Shining. The kid’s awake.” The vid showed he was moving under the clear lid, talking. Amos took off for the UC like his tail was on fire. Cupcake followed more slowly. I waited, watching as Amos entered the UC and opened the med-bay’s clear cover. The kid was talking as Amos covered his privates with a sterile pad to give the kid some dignity. That was one reason I liked Amos so much.

“He’s calling for Shining Smith,” Jolene said through the speakers.

“On my way,” I said. I left the dishes. Cats leaped to the table to lick the plates. Spy and Tuffs followed me. Curious as cats.

In the urgent care unit, I shoved my hands into my pockets. The kid was coughing as the unit beeped and informed him it was giving him more meds.

Cupcake pressed a button on the med-bay’s surface to halt the pain meds.

The kid looked up at us, his body emaciated, his eyes dilated. Shock zinged through me. He was bandaged, tubes poked in everywhere. Up close, the kid looked worse than expected. Way worse. He looked like death.

Rage followed shock. Pop’s words and accent came through my mouth. “Bloody damn, kid. Who’s the sodding arsehole what buggered you up?”

“Shining!” Cupcake said.

“Sorry,” I said absently, my eyes not leaving the kid.

“You talk like he said you would,” the kid said. “You her? Shining Smith?”

“I’m Shining.”

“Prove it. Take off your glasses,” the kid ordered.

If he hadn’t looked like he’d die at any moment I’d have told him what to do with his command, but I pulled off my 2-Gen sunglasses to reveal my weird orange eyes, the remnants of the infection with wartime nanobots that had left me a contaminated infector.

With a pale hand, the kid pointed to his things, which the med-bay had piled in a corner. Amos pulled a bag from a bloody pocket and yanked over a rolling bedside table.

The kid watched. “You’un got to help us,” he said. “We’ens ain’t got nobody else.”

You’ns. We’ens. The dialect marked him as a Tennessee kid. Before he could say anything else, the med-bay beeped to indicate an emergency and the cover came down again.

The triage med-bay filled with gas to immobilize and sedate a wounded warrior. The see-through lid darkened, and the boy was lost to sight as the device went to back to work.

On the table was a blood-smeared envelope and a piece of metal.

“Amos,” I said softly.

The big man opened the envelope and unfolded the single piece of paper inside, pressing it flat on the table, but not reading it. Even Cupcake didn’t crowd close.

I read the letter. My shock fired out to everyone in my nest. Even Wanda, who had yesterday and today off. I felt her worry and shuttered my reaction to keep those even farther away from picking it up. I didn’t need an Asshole and his sidekick made-man showing back up. I wasn’t good at comforting people, but I tried to think happy thoughts and send them out. Wanda settled, which was weird that she’d respond and weirder that I’d know she had.

I took the letter and the bit of metal to the door of the UC.

“What is it,” Amos asked me. “Why’d you go all squirrelly?”

“This,” I stopped and turned the bit of metal around so they could see, “is part of the insignia of an officer of the USSS Sunstar.” Which had crash landed on the junkyard at the end of the war and hidden itself. There was a time when only I knew it was here. Word was getting out, but no one had parts from the ship. Until now.

This,” I tapped the paper, “is a request for para-military-type assistance from the owner of the Junkyard Roadhouse, Bill’s little ‘gal,’ with a link for private communications via EntNu comms system.” Bill was my father, once the defacto leader of the OMW motorcycle club. EntNu comms was a space-travel communications system which could only be used from a spaceship and had to have satellite backup to link to an earth address other than itself.

“Someone is telling you they know who you were with the OMW, who you are, and what you’re hiding,” Cupcake said. “It’s also a blackmail threat. Help or I’ll tell all to whomever I want.”

“They know I have access to a spaceship. And they have access to a starship. Bloo-dy damn,” I whispered.

Mateo, captain of said starship, and I needed to have a chat. I left the Urgent Care.

His lower limbs fully extended, my seven-and-a-half-meter tall employee-thrall-sorta-friend, was waiting outside. His legs retracted and folded as he dropped until we were mostly face-to-face. His weapons withdrew into the upper limbs, and a three-fingered mechanical hand extended from one of his two upper limbs. I hadn’t found a perfect replacement for the third one. Space worthy warbot suit parts weren’t exactly easy to find, and Jolene had no schematics in her databanks to fabricate one. “The insignia,” he said, no emotion in his tone.

I placed it into his hand, and he lifted it to his face shield.

The insignia disappeared somewhere inside him. He extended his hand again. “The note.”

“I want it back,” I said.

He didn’t reply. And what was I going to do if he didn’t return it? Shoot a hole in his armor and climb in there with him to get it? I placed the note, opened out to read, into his three metal fingers. He inspected it with multiple monitors and scraped a bit of blood off for Jolene to test, before replacing the paper in my hand.

Still silent, Mateo took to his full height with the faint whirr of his servos and stepped away into the afternoon sunlight. I took the paper to the office, closed out the cats, and laid it beneath the camera on the command center so that Jolene and Gomez could read the letter as I did.

Attention Shining Smith, Bill’s gal, Little Girl of the OMW, owner of Smith’s Junk and Scrap and of the Junkyard Roadhouse.

Greetings.

Some years ago, I borrowed a few things from the bottom of your mine, where it connects to the tunnel of another claim. Being a man of honor, I ceased and desisted when I learned the property, the scrapyard, and the mine had an owner. I have now been attacked by your enemies, a motorcycle gang, (The word gang had been scratched out with a single line and replaced with, club wearing no insignia, but bearing military weapons.) They took my eldest daughter prisoner and did considerable damage to my pawnshop and my scrap and recycling yard. I call upon you, as a woman of honor, to assist me in reclaiming my daughter from your enemies, what my people are calling the Dark Riders. In return, I’ll turn over all the ship parts removed from your property, and pledge the loyalty of the Logan Wildcats Militia to the Junkyard Roadhouse and to you personally as a support team to reconnoiter, provide info, and, where needed, fight for you, your territory, and your people.

Below that was the EntNu link info.

It was signed, William Anderson “Devil Anse” Hatfield.

All that twanged a bell in my brain from when I first came to the junkyard secretly owned by Pops. I tapped my Berger chip and said aloud, “Give me info on the Logan Wildcats Militia and William Anderson ‘Devil Anse’ Hatfield.”

My Berger chip informed my brain: “The Logan Wildcats were a county militia, a company of the 36th Virginia Infantry. William Anderson Hatfield—also known as Devil Anse—was the leader of the Hatfields during the family war between the Hatfields and McCoys.”

“No current info on a militia going by the name Logan Wildcats, or of a living Hatfield by that name?”

“No such pre-war militia exists. No pre-war information exists on anyone officially by that name. No such name appears in the birth records for the last seventy years, up until I was last updated, at which time the birth and death records had not been updated for up to twenty years. This makes any data I have up to three decades out of date. My data requires updating. My hardware is out of date. My specifications—”

I tapped the chip off. Updating my chip meant exposing my blood to a surgeon and therefore my nanobots to a surgeon. Infecting someone else was not on my to-do list. And there hadn’t been time to see if the Surgical Med-bay could do the replacement. My list of “to-do later” was exceptionally long these days.

“Jolene? That EntNu address?”

“Shining Sugah, that address is my address. That, that, that man done stole my EntNu comms!”

I scowled as I put it together. “So we can talk back and forth without a satellite uplink?”

“Yes. He’s been eavesdropping, that nasty old man.”

Not a nasty man. A smart man who knew how and when to use his assets. He’d probably had parts of Jolene for a while, listening in, gathering intel on us for later needs. Like now. Yeah. Very smart man. I tapped Amos’s comms. He answered with the words, “You want to know what the kid said before you got there.”

“Please.”

“He was injured on the mine road, whatever that is, by a bunch a hooligans, his words, on the way from Logan, and they stole his scooter. He killed two getting it back.”

I didn’t blink. When I was twelve, I’d crawled into a Mama-Bot and permanently disabled it. Kids grew up fast when times were hard.

“He was given a mission by the leader of the so-called militia in Logan, which is run by his father or his uncle or maybe both.”

Logan was Jagger’s first name. Coincidence? And some of the club members had turned down the road the kid had ridden in on. I doubted the kid would have called an MC a hooligan. I knew for sure no MC would ever have attacked a kid. However . . . “So did our clubs or the kidnapping riders come through the same area where the ‘hooligans’ attacked him?” Where MCs were concerned, things always got complicated.

“Unknown.”

“The militia is run by his daddy-uncle or the town?” I asked.

“Close as I can figure, both. Kid’s name is Andy Gaither Hatfield. It’s his kinswoman or sister who was kidnapped. Her name is Eloise, or maybe Aloise, something like that, and she’s sixteen. The bikers killed three of his daddy’s extended family before the militia could gather. They killed two of the attackers and also killed a motorcycle, which his daddy has in hand. They’re taking it apart, learning how to repair it and getting ready to machine parts.”

If they had the skills, the tools, and the materials to machine parts, the junkyard could do business with them. I currently had four shot-to-hell bikes that needed parts. I didn’t add that in. Amos was still talking.

“His daddy is an ‘honorable man,’ but it sounds like that part was programed in only after they decided to seek help. His mama’s a lady. He can read, write, do math, and shoot. And he’ll take us back the way he came so we can clean out the hooligans who hurt him. He seems to think you’re part Wonder Woman and part Sabrina the Teenage Witch.”

The kid was into the old Hollywood action stuff and magic. Good to know. “That’s a lot of talking for a short chat.”

“He was thirsty, in pain, and ready to collapse. I used your name to get him to talk, gave him some water, and let him finish his mission. I’m the Hulk, to his way of thinking.” There was humor in Amos’ gruff voice.

“Anything else stand out?”

“He lives for hero worship. If his daddy-uncle turns out to be a bad guy, it’ll kill him.”

“Protect the kid’s hero worship. Got it. Thanks.” I tapped off and dropped onto the comms chair. I had barely opened my own place. I didn’t have time to go on a wild goose chase after some “dark riders.” But if the bikers who attacked people in Logan were the same group fought off by Jolene, Gomez, Wanda, and her kid six months ago, while the rest of us were killing Clarisse Warhammer, I didn’t have much choice. I had to go clean out a nest of hooligans, make nice-nice with a potential Hatfield, and track down the riders who attacked junkyards in two non-adjacent counties.

“Bloody damn,” I whispered. I said aloud, “Gomez?”

“I am here. How may I assist you?”

“Will you and Jolene scour the various nets and see if there have been any other attacks by unaligned bikers or dark riders?”

“Of course.”

Jolene said, “We’d be honored.”

“And scour all the nets for this Devil Anse Hatfield. The current one, not the historical one.”

“On it, Sugah,”

I closed my eyes and dropped into sleep, sitting upright in the comms chair.

∆∆∆

I woke two hours later, feeling stupid about taking a nap, which I hadn’t done since I was a child. When I sat up, the skin on my back crisped and pulled where the shirt stuck to me.

I made a half pot of coffee—the good stuff—changed shirts, and turned on the screens, scanning info about attacks made by a group of motorcycle riders wearing black, no insignia, no colors, no identifying marks. Dark riders for sure, though not a club name. There had been an uptick in reported attacks in the last year. Sometimes there were twelve riders, sometimes as few as four. I scanned through several pics and some security video on the viewscreens in the office, but there was nothing better than what had been taken here at the junkyard when they attacked. There were a few things that stood out: they struck after dark, moved with military precision, seemed to have one leader each time, used high-quality untraceable military weapons, stuff no civilian should have access to, and appeared to be mostly male, though two could have been stout muscular women. All the hits had been at junkyards, trading posts, clearing houses, and pawnshops. They always aimed for small, local, and undefended businesses. Except they had miscalculated where my Junkyard was concerned, and apparently Anse’s place, as well. The riders had been fought off, at least in those two places.

I tapped up a sat map of the area and input the locations attacked by the bikers. They had avoided Charleston, West Virginia, which was the territory of the Hell’s Angels and the chapter house of the regional prez, Marconi. They had avoided Winston-Salem, which was also Hell’s Angels territory, and had taken a wide berth around Asheville’s Iron Order Rifles MC, an indie riders club and militia. I was most familiar with the OMW, and none of their cities had been hit either.

No military bases had been hit.

No heavily fortified area had been hit.

The riders had avoided any place known to be protected and well-armed.

They had taken girls, gems, and unspecified tech equipment. My blood boiled at the proof of sex trafficking. The rest was merely interesting.

Stepping back, I studied the map of hits. I had hoped the map would give me clues about where the bikers originated, but except for avoiding secure areas, the attacks were all over the place for the last year.

I could understand why they attacked Smith’s Scrap and Junk—no one knew we had weapons and we were out in the middle of the stone desert. The back of nowhere. So why did they take a chance and hit a militia-backed junkyard? Something didn’t add up.

“Jolene and Gomez, you got a minute?”

“Sure, Sugah,” Jolene said through the speakers.

“Certainly,” Gomez replied. His accent was changing, his spoken UK-style English was shifting, and had been since he and Jolene had met. He currently sounded like an upper-class snooty New York butler from an old movie. Jolene called him her boyfriend, and I did not know, or want to know, what that meant.

I said, “The attacks are all within a few days’ ride from the Kingston, Johnson City area, only as far north as Sutton, and most in the southern tip of West Virginia, into North Carolina, near the border. Outliers are one in Kentucky, two in Virginia, and one in Tennessee, though that’s way outside their usual perimeters. Are there any active military bases with flight capability inside the perimeters of the attacks?”

“So they could fly in a small team on aircraft?” Jolene asked. “Is that what you’re thinking? Like a transport plane?”

“Richmond, Cincinnati, and Charlotte are active military bases with flight capability,” Gomez said. “However, there are numerous possibilities for transportation.”

“Can you correlate the locales that have been hit, with airports suitable for landing a small cargo plane, and put them up on the screens?”

“We would require specs on what size aircraft and what length runway,” Gomez said, sounding a little snotty.

They were AIs, capable of thinking, and they hadn’t taken this any further than I had asked: no rabbit holes, no independent research, merely the stated target. Which wasn’t their usual modus operandi, and it made me wonder what they were putting all their computing time into, but I shut down that line of thought again.

I said, “Cargo planes might be asking too much. Something that could carry four to twelve bikes, as many people, and their weapons and gear. Sodding hell, they could have been transported by eighteen-wheelers. Unless they rode, in which case someone somewhere on some road had to see them traveling. Jolene?”

“There are no reports of groups of unmarked motorbikes on rural roads on the neighbors’ nets,” Jolene said. There had been about two seconds between my words and her answer, time enough for her to scour every small net in the area we were talking about.

“So they had air transport or unmarked trucks or . . . Trucks we’d never find. Can you rule in or out flight transport? Use your best estimates on the size of runways needed?”

“It’s like a math puzzle. We can search and drill into feeds and be creative!” Jolene said, sounding like some pre-war cheerleader. “Come on, Gomez, darlin’. It’ll be fun.”

They went silent. I studied a photograph of Devil Anse and read the story attached. If the newspaper in Logan was anything to go by, the man had restored law and order and become a hero to the locals. Or he was a petty tyrant. Could be either. Cynic much?

I put on fresh sunscreen, layered on a jacket, and left the office for the back of the junkyard where we kept all the stuff we were hiding, in plain sight. Cats trailed me, more than a dozen racing, leaping, mock-attacking. Though most had no names, I recognized three named cats: Wide Stripe, Narrow Stripe, and Spot, all warriors, all scarred from chasing toxic mine rats. They were among the warrior cats that had stayed behind to guard the junkyard when I went hunting Clarisse Warhammer.

I unlocked the padlock, opened the squealing doors to the rusted six-meter shipping container, and blocked them in place with chunks of concrete to let in light. The cats leaped in ahead of me and strolled around. I moved empty shipping boxes and a stack of wood pallets to reach the black bikes, the ones Wanda, Jolene, and Gomez had captured when they defended the property from incursion by the dark riders while I was off razing Warhammer’s nest. They had fought off twelve attackers and not given anything away—like what we were hiding back here.

All of the matte black Kawasaki KLR250-E3s were badly damaged and unrideable. The bodies were full of bullet holes and scorched by blasters. At least one’s engine had been disintegrated by a powered-down starship laser that left evidence like a shoulder mounted unit, not a space weapon.

The cats wound around the mangled bikes sniffing dried blood. They had attacked and probably finished off the downed dark riders and they seemed to recognize the scents. I pushed one away from the Kow bike I was studying.

In the war, the military had used Mini Suzukis for recon and full-sized Kawasaki KLR250-E2s and Kawasaki M1030s for combat support, because they could run on diesel, kerosene, JP4, JP5 and JP8 fuel and, if they needed stealth and muting capabilities, on electric for three hours. Kow bikes and Susies had been made in the states during the war, all manufacturing brought to the east coast after the PRC invaded the western half of the United States and half of South East Asia. A Kow bike was an indication of possible military involvement, though a slim one.

Jolene had run the serial numbers of all the parts, and they had come from everywhere, from small plants all over the States. The bikes themselves had serial numbers but she hadn’t been able to track them, not without running a chance of getting caught snooping, and none of us wanted that. Where the bikes came from hadn’t really mattered. Until a bloodied child showed up on my property.

Had to be a military connection. Somewhere.

Though the fenders were bent and twisted and the tires melted, I could tell all of them had been built to be sleek and fast. There was no military camo, but the finish was chitosan, self-repairing, and I had a feeling the matte finish didn’t show up on scans or radar. I ran my fingers across an unburned section, and felt little irregularities I couldn’t see with the naked eye. There were infrared headlights and brackets for the riders’ personal weapons. One had a twisted bracket that had mounted an energy weapon to the frame.

As I had done when we got home from Warhammer’s, I went over every square centimeter of the bikes, letting eyes and hands and even my nose tell me things. Each was a one-rider bike, not a shared model, which I had been able to tell because the riders had worn smooth spots on each footrest that had matched worn places on their boots. There was a storage area under the seats that had once held packets of food and two liters of water.

I left the bike and opened a hemp-plaz shipping container. Boots, clothing, and gear smelled like smoke and death, but there were no labels, no distinguishing characteristics. I rubbed the cloth between a finger and a thumb. Woven. Neither coarse nor rough. Sturdy. Felt like a cotton blend, making it a pre-war fabric. That was something I hadn’t noted before.

I pulled out a stiff, blood-soaked shirt, which reeked of burned flesh, rotten blood, fire, and scorched fuel. Two cats jumped into the box, and I scooped them out, carrying the shirt to the open doors. Well-made, the seams turned over and restitched. Plastic buttons. Bullet holes.

I tapped the morphon on my wrist and pulled up pics of the bodies. All four of them. Lot of holes, lot of tats, which I hadn’t paid attention to originally. They all had military tats. Regular Army. There were no biker tats, so I hadn’t thought anything of them. I scanned through the pics. Each of them had some scarlet ink that might have been Asian. Intricate. Gorgeous.

I sent the pics of the bodies to the screens in my office. Apartment. Whatever.

I returned to the box. Rummaged.

The bikers had carried their ammo on them, all nine millimeter, all in mags, no boxes. There was an abundant supply of nine mils left over from the war, and no way to trace the brand or purchase. Handguns every warrior had brought home from the war. Their weapons had been left behind when they died, while the others in the dark rider unit were trying to get away from the slaughter.

It was stuff that could be purchased most anywhere. All the same. No personal anything. No markers, no way to track.

I’d run flesh and blood through a viber and none of them had military records despite the military tats. Not even birth records. And the Gov kept meticulous records of every birth and death, and especially of its military members.

Wiped. Black ops? I’d considered that before and again. Black ops would suck. But everything pointed to that. Except their targets.

I tapped my morphon and said, “Jolene and Gomez. Do you have a list of items taken from each of the places that were hit?”

“Of course we do, Sugah, or at least the things they reported were stolen.”

Right. If the riders were looking for illegal substances like drugs or weapons, then that made it harder to track. And from what I had seen, four girls had been taken and never seen again. “Anything that correlates to anything interesting?”

“Your question requires us to be able to read your mind,” Gomez said, condescendingly. “I will display the reported articles on the office screens.”

“Fine. Come on, cats,” I said. “I’m closing up.”

Having learned nothing new, I returned the rider gear to the box and closed and locked the container door.

I thought about getting eyes on the bodies again, but it was a waste of time. The viber had given me nothing on any of them. The dead riders were in the freezers in the SunStar, future protein for the cats. Wanda had tried to scrape a hole in the bedrock and bury them, as she could have done most anywhere else, but the junkyard occupied a place that had once been a tree-covered mountain, mined flat until the vein of coal ran out. There had been no way to bury anyone. So the freezers had sufficed.

And I had good pics of the faces and tats.

∆∆∆

I returned to the office and studied the bloody note with Jolene’s EntNu link, both provided by a dead man. Or at least a man who had appropriated a dead man’s name. William Anderson “Devil Anse” Hatfield had sent his son or his nephew alone through dangerous backcountry territory with a call for help and a spaceship crew member’s insignia.

Only half of the SunStar was on ground level. The rest was in a mine crack. I studied the note. What if the crack had an opening somewhere? What if people could get in? I had never been all the way down to the mine-crack floor. The toxic fumes and sheer descent had kept me away.

“Jolene. Are there any Hatfields living in Logan?”

“Forty-five people with the surname Hatfield live in Logan and the surroundin’ area.”

“Any of them have names that include William Anderson or Anse?”

“I discovered birth records for three: William Anderson; William Anse Hatfield; and an Anderson Hatfield, no middle name. No death record for the three.”

“Any of those names correlate with the EntNu address provided by the boy?”

“I’ll check, Shining Sugah, but it’ll take a bit.”

“Okay. And—” I stopped. Debated what I was about to ask. “See if Logan Jagger has any known association with Logan, West Virginia.”

“Logan Jagger,” Gomez said, “National Enforcer of the Outlaw Militia Warriors, is a Hatfield on his maternal side. His six times great grandfather was Johnse Hatfield, the son of the real Devil Anse.”

That was a coincidence I couldn’t ignore.

“Jolene. How did someone in Logan get your EntNu link?”

“Somebody done stole part a my comms system, Sugah. You wanna talk to them before I blow a hole in ’em or after?”

“Can we do that without being detected from satellites? Talk to them, not shoot them?” I figured I better clarify before she initiated her weapons.

“I can. But you better know—them having my address and one a my EntNu links means they coulda listened in on everything we said while you were wiping out Warhammer. Not the stuff y’all said comms to comms on the ground, but all the things you and I, and Mateo and I, said to each other. That’s . . . That’s just pure dastardly.”

It had been six months since the battle. They had waited to contact me until they were attacked and they needed something only I might provide. Yeah. Smart.

I almost asked her to connect me with Jagger, but I stopped. “Connect me with Hatfield via your own link.”

“Can I shoot him first? I feel as if I done been violated. The nerve!”

She had gone full-on mad Southern female.

I held in my grin. “I’d rather you didn’t. Not first. Being blasted to smithereens would make him hard to talk to.”

“Can I give him a piece a my mind? A loud, purely disturbed piece? Maybe with some cussin’?”

“Would you be so kind as to wait until we see what he has to say?”

“Never let a man talk. Shoot first, talk later.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, but I’d like to talk to him. Please.”

Jolene made a huff of sound, and a moment later said, “Connecting to myself. Which sounds all kindsa strange. You can talk on green.”

A red light appeared on the comms screen, which let me know that Jolene, a US military spaceship’s AI, and Gomez, a Bug alien starship AI, were now fully synched. The light blinked while I debated how I’d introduce myself and settled on my name, not Junkyard Roadhouse. The light turned green, and my face in front of a forest scene appeared on the screen in front of me. I flinched. I hadn’t realized this chat was video. I was glad Jolene had hidden the background, in case someone had a way to recognize a Bug ship after all the reno I had done on it.

I said, “This is Shining Smith for Anse Hatfield. Or whatever your real name is.”

No one replied.

“Shining Smith for Anse Hatfield.”

“Hang on Shining Sugah. Idiot on the other end got no idea how to use my tech. I’m walking him through it. You humans are so slow, it’s a pure miracle you ever got me built.”

A rough voice came over the comms, followed by a bearded face. “Shining Smith? Oh, there you are. Your girl—ah, your, ah, companion, has been most helpful.”

He was good looking in a roughhewn way. Long hair parted down the middle and worn in lots of slim braids. Beard in braids and beads. Brown hair, blue eyes. Lean, as most people were these days, Clean, which meant he had access to wand tech or a water supply. Wartime camo, no wrinkles.

“Ma’am, can you hear me?”

I hadn’t returned his greeting. Wasn’t sure I wanted to. Feelings I had never dealt with gushed through me. Memories.

Pops sending me into a MamaBot. Sending me to die. That’s what this man had done to his kid in the med-bay. Maybe Pops didn’t feel he had a choice. Maybe this man didn’t feel he had one either. But there were always choices.

I had choices too. I could disconnect. Except for that kid in the UC still full of holes.

“I hear you,” I said. “See you too.” Which wasn’t particularly friendly.

“My boy got to you. He okay?”

“No. He is not okay,” I said, my voice hard. “You sent him through Four County Mine. He was attacked.”

I watched his face which tightened in the way a man’s face did when he got bad news that was his own fault. He opened his mouth. Closed it. His eyes went red. Hard things to fake.

I said, “He’s in a med-bay with broken bones, multiple stab wounds, and a cut up liver. He barely got to us in time. He’ll live.”

Anse swallowed. I could hear it through the audio. “He wasn’t supposed to go through the mine. He was supposed to take the long way around, the road near Blair Mountain.”

That made me feel marginally better. There were a lot of things to talk about, like how he got part of the SunStar, but first things first. “They still have your daughter?”

“Yes,” he said. “They contacted me with proof of life and their demands. They’ll return her if I give them the comms we’re talking on and anything else I removed from the bottom of a mine crack the year before you took possession of the property. I didn’t know the scrapyard had an owner. Soon as I found out, I quit raiding the place.”

They knew about the ship. Sodding hell. But I’d deal with that—and the fact that he hadn’t returned anything he had removed—later. After we got the girl back. “How much time do we have?”

“Less than two days. Her mama’s barely holding it together. So am I, to be frank.”

I could see that. Some of my mad drained away. “Tell me their conditions and where the exchange is to take place.”

He filled me in, and I listened as he talked.

I said, “I’ll be there at dawn. Do nothing. Do not contact me again unless their conditions change.”

“You’re gonna help us?”

I nodded. His eyes closed in distinct relief, and his lashes looked damp.

“Yes. One condition. Tell me who Logan Jagger is to you?”

His eyes flickered, and his eyebrows tried to meet over his nose. “Who?”

“He rides with the OMW. Survived the Battle of Mobile.”

Anse’s brows unknitted. “Big tough guy on a Hogg? Yeah. Came through in a summer heat wave, looking for distant kin based on a rumor he’d heard somewhere about his name. He’s a Hatfield on his mama’s side. Surprised the hell outta that ’Bama boy.”

That fit with what Jolene and Gomez had uncovered. It also fit the timeline of when Jagger first came to the junkyard. An economical side trip. Asshole was always killing multiple birds with one shot.

A black woman appeared on screen behind Anse, holding a small piece of metal and plastic, and when Anse took it, he said, “Thank you, darlin’.” To the screen he added, “My wife.”

She offered a tight smile at the screen and said, “You have a med-bay?”

I nodded, cautious.

“We got a boy with a shattered arm. Took a round and fell off a ladder during the attack. Compound fracture. Pieces of bone all over. Won’t set right. Now he’s septic. Any chance he can get into one? We can pay.”

“Martha,” Anse said, warning in his tone.

Her full lips firmed as she stared into the camera. “Anse’s a kind man. Takes in any kid with a story. This one’s stepdad beat him. I done all I can to keep him alive short of cutting off his arm, and I’m not a doctor.”

“His dad still alive?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “With matching injuries. Anse paraded him through town to show people what happens to those who hurt kids. Him and his militia have shut down the sex trade and child slavery in Logan. He’s a good man,” she repeated.

“I’ll bring antibiotics. If you can get him here after we get your daughter back, he can go into the med-bay. We’ll talk about payment later.”

She opened her mouth to say something and stopped. Looked at her husband and cast her eyes down, her mouth tight. She gave me a hard nod and disappeared off screen.

“Your boy, the one in my med-bay, don’t look like your wife.” Polite way of saying he wasn’t a mixed-race kid. Most folk these days weren’t so polite.

“He’s my brother’s kid. Benjamin and Shanna died in the war. I took him in. Adopted him. Sometimes he calls me daddy. Sometimes Uncle Anse. Most times he don’t call me nothing. Quiet. Things he saw done to them, his mama and daddy, before they died. You take care of him. Please. He’s broke inside.”

“We will. See you soon.” I sat back in the chair. “Jolene. Cut the connection.”

The screen went dark.

Jolene said, “I got a good scan of the premises. He’s got all kinda parts a me within thirty meters of him. I tagged ’em all, and I want ’em back.”

“The military boys on the unmarked bikes want them too.”

“Not the military, Sugah. Military IDs themselves, wearing uniforms and insignia.”

I didn’t argue with her. Jolene was a military AI, coded to see no evil when it came to her programmers.

“The dark riders did this,” she said. “I’m bettin’ dishonorably discharged military trying to set up something. I saw the pics of the tattoos. I think you should talk to the Sisters of the Cross.”

Ink and body art people knew each other. The Sisters might know who did the tats and lead me to someone. “Okay. Do we have a way to contact them?”

“Of course, Shining Sugah. I scanned all their electronics when they came in. I got everything.” She sounded smug.

Shock zinged through me. She had the capability of doing that? Why didn’t I know that? It wasn’t the kind of question I wanted to ask right now.

Still sitting in the oversized chair, I thought through the charter papers I’d signed to set up the roadhouse and what guarantees were included. There was a privacy clause, but it mostly said I couldn’t divulge anything learned on the premises from one club to the next; it didn’t prevent me from acquiring info. “Okay. Contact Tomika’s morphon. Ask if she’ll talk to me. Set up a chat. And hey. I liked what you and Gomez did with the vid communications in the office, to hide the background. Very slick.”

“Anticipated and standard procedure,” she said, sounding more like CAIT, her original call sign for the SunStar. “Captain Mateo set it up a long time ago.”

During the war. Got it.

“Okay. Thank you. Set up a chat.” I relaxed into the chair, which was built for the huge Bug captain who was dead but not decomposing—which was strange—in a lower level.

“Shining Sugah, there ain’t no airports suitable for landing a cargo plane big enough to haul twelve motorcycles, riders, and gear. I’m thinking they used container trucks.”

“That makes things harder.”

Jolene made a soft “Mmmm. I reckon it does.”

The chair molded more closely to my shape. With a fingertip, I put a map of Logan city up on the screen. Too many ways in and out. I’d never be able to anticipate how many riders would show up at some currently unspecified location. I began cataloging the weapons and items I’d need to go to war. It was a long list unless I took the Simba, which I did not want to do. Not to fight a military-nonmilitary group of riders who might have air support, despite the current unlikelihood of cargo planes being used to transport them. Heavy-lift helos maybe . . .

“The prez of the Sisters of the Cross is available now,” Joleen said.

Tomika’s face appeared on the center portion of the screen, a narrow morphon shot. She adjusted the screen for a wider shot, scowling, half her hair slicked back, the other half sticking out and partially braided. “I was getting my hair done,” she snapped. “This better be important.”

Succinctly, I filled her in about the kid, the missing girl, and the riders who had been attacking.

“This club ain’t one a your supportin’ clubs. I ain’t going to war on you asking.”

“Not asking. Jolene, put the tats up on the screen, please.”

The pics appeared, the bodies bullet riddled, burned, and very dead. Tomika’s fingers tapped and scanned through the pics. She didn’t react to the dead. Dead bodies were so common these days, no one paid much attention unless it was one of their own.

I focused the pics of the scarlet tats. They were flying dragons, blowing flame in shades of yellow and red. Ink these shades of red and yellow had been developed during the war, but it was hard to find and expensive. “I’m concerned with the dragon tats.”

“Zoom in on the ink in question,” she said, still irritated but more interested.

Jolene adjusted the cams. The inked dragons enlarged on the screen, red and gold and thin lines of navy blue, blowing flames and gray smoke from their nostrils.

“Damn fine work,” she said.

“Bodies don’t show up on a viber,” I said.

“Military boys. Or former. Special Ops. Different branches. Bet when they rotated out after the war, a lot of gear disappeared with them. That dragon? That’s gotta be Haruto’s work. Guy came over from Japan during the war, brought his ink recipes, set up shop in Atlanta until the city was attacked by MamaBots. Then he moved to ’Nooga.”

Chattanooga, Tennessee. Too far for me to drop in and talk to the guy.

She looked back over her shoulder and called, “Mags. Haruto still in Chat-town? Yeah? Where’d he set up shop? Get me the link.” She turned back to the screen. “I’ll send it to you. Now go away.” The screen went dark.

I was making friends all over, it seemed. So why not make it worse . . . even if I looked like a desperate and ignored Old Lady. Choosing words that would keep me sounding businesslike, I tapped my morphon and sent an audio message to Jagger. “Contact me when you can. We have a situation that involves someone you know.” I clicked off.

“Jolene? Will you send a message to the link Tomika sent us and ask for vid chat with Haruto?”

“Yup,” Jolene said. A half second later she added, “I attempted to link with the person Haruto. His system has an auto feature that tells me he isn’t taking messages. I’m attempting to access his security system.”

I grunted and contacted Mateo, telling him where I was going and what I’d be doing.

“Just you and me?” he asked. “Or are we taking Cupcake and Amos?”

I hadn’t asked him to go, and I hesitated, thinking through the logistics. “It’s a long trek for you in warbot form.”

“While the construction was going on, Jolene and I were working on something. I’ll drive a Quadro.” His voice took on what might have been excitement in a flesh and blood voice. “Wait until you see it.”

The connection ended.

If his transportation had boobs like Jolene’s bot, I was not letting him go to Logan. I pushed up from the chair and went to work.

∆∆∆

I tapped off my morphon and shivered in the chill air.

Jolene had gotten inside Haruto’s place and, though the security cams had been damaged, had managed to get one working. The tattoo shop had been trashed, and a dead body lay in the middle of the shop. It had been a quick death. One shot to the back of the head. From the flies, it had been dead a while. Any leads I might have acquired from the artist were now gone. I blew out my frustration and looked back at the roadhouse.

Wanda and Alex had come in early, bringing Evelyn, Mateo’s former second-in-command of the SunStar. The three were standing in the open doorway. Between the passive defenses and Jolene’s bot, they could safely handle the place. Wanda looked good, standing in the shadows of the door wearing her JYR T-shirt and jeans, happy because she was doing something for me. Wanda was the most adhesive of my thralls, still needing to work for me, to please me, which is why she lived in town. I’d have to adjust her Berger chips again. I wanted her to be as independent as Cupcake.

Wanda’s kid was silent. Staring.

Evelyn was also wearing a Roadhouse T-shirt and an apron. The former USSS SunStar officer was healing. I hoped. We’d rescued her at the Battle of Warhammer’s Nest. Mateo had moved heaven and earth to find her and bring her home. But she had been tortured and broken and transitioned into a passive thrall by the evil queen. Her gaze was vacant, her body unmoving, submissive, as if expecting a blow. She followed orders: eat that; mop that floor; do three sets of leg lifts; wand your body clean; brush your teeth. But she took no initiative. If she was cold, she didn’t say. If she was hungry, she didn’t seem to care.

I was considering re-transitioning her. Again. But that was scary.

The rest of us were in winter riding gear. No roadhouse colors. Not yet. But soon. This morning I’d finalized the order of leather jackets with roadhouse colors. They would be amazing. Certainly better than what Cupcake was wearing today. Pink. Head to toe, pink. With sequins. God help me.

I placed my thumb to the biomarker starter on the HD bike. It was my club bike, and Amos would see that the colors were painted on it soon. For now, it was Army green (as were the other bikes Cupcake had traded for, not long after we got word that the riding club and the roadhouse were on go). I was next to broke now, but all the purchases had been worth it.

My crew punched or initiated the ignition of their vehicles. Exhaust filled the area, clouds quickly dissipating in the cold thin air. The smell of HD bikes sent a bittersweet melancholy through me. Memories of Pops sitting astride his Harley, a fierce grin on his face. Hair and beard blowing back in the wind.

Engines thrumming, we pulled out of the parking area. Amos and me on our repurposed war bikes, Cupcake driving a heavily modified Quadro strapped down with drones, weapons, water, antibiotics for the sick kid, and supplies, all hidden under a huge ghillie tech tarp. A second quad was loaded with Mateo, his legs telescoped down and folded beneath him, his pod looking like a streamlined part of the ATV and he its pampered driver. It was a good disguise. His quad ran silent, on magnetic power. Mag-power had been under development before the war, cheap, easy to produce, and not something that had to be imported. Some cities had begun to create grids for mag-busses and delivery trucks and even for personal mag-vehicles. The war stopped that. Jolene and Cupcake had managed to scrounge the scrapyard for materials enough to convert one Quadro ATV in her shop-lab-fabrication department and create a driver spot for the warbot suit. It was impressive. I figured this was why she and Gomez had been so unavailable for the last few months.

In formation, we took off west, for no-man’s land.

At Highway 85, south of Bald Knob, where the mine road had been dug out of mountains, cities, farms and forests, we were meeting Asshole and whomever he could convince to join him on a personal job. I was hoping for Jacopo. Kid could shoot like a wizard.

The thin air was December cold. The terrain was backcountry—hilly, sheer cliffs, washouts, covered by kudzu here and there, places where the road was simply gone and we had to launch the drones to show us a better way and reroute. The roadway pavement was broken and down to one lane where we did find a road. Bridges were junk. The main bridge, however had been repaired. Sort of. Amos negotiated a price and paid a toll of a silver charm bracelet for us to roll across one at a time. He also asked the armed guard about a kid who had paid to cross on a scooter in the last few days. The guard said he hadn’t been on duty when the kid had ridden his scooter across, but the boy’s contribution—one 1935 penny—had been accepted and entered into the account register.

Crossing the bridge took too long. Still, we got to the meeting place on State Road 85 on time. When we pulled into the cracked parking area of a gas station turned general store and diner, four bikes waited for us.

They had come.

Relief washed through me. I hadn’t realized how uncertain I’d been that they would show. I examined the bikes as I slowed and rumbled up to them.

Jagger’s One Rider war bike, fully loaded with weapons, muters, and shielding that both protected the bike from some forms of attack and let him blend into the background.

Jacopo’s Harley, painted with HA colors and Marconi’s emblems, to let other OMW bikers know he was not Jagger’s bitch and a traitor to his club. Equally loaded with weapons.

Mina’s bike was minimally weaponed, a streamlined, fast Suzuki, muted, heavy on the electronics, shielded, and with battery backup for stealth runs. She was good. She was scary. The bike implied she was ready to take point and make sure the way was clear for us.

One unknown war bike was a little to the side, an early-war Harley with an old finish, no colors, no stealth capabilities. A private bike, not a club bike. The bike’s only updated equipment was the muters and the jury-rigged weapons—including an MPP suitable for mounting on a mini-tank. Firing that sucker would send a moving bike into orbit or down a mountain.

I rolled to a stop, turned off my bike, and set both feet on the pavement. Waited. No one shot at me. That was always a good sign. I set my jiffy stand and swung off the Harley. My people followed my lead, except for Mateo, who turned his armored quad so one weapon faced the front door, and swiveled one of his weapons so it pointed at the bikes. Just in case.

I chuckled into my comms. Mateo chuckled back, if the scratchy sound was laughter. I’d always assumed it was.

Inside, the place was a weird combo of excellent, pretty crappy, and refurbished. The smell was excellent: greasy food, fried potatoes, eggs, and maybe apple pie, if such a thing still existed. The crappy part was ancient linoleum curling up around the corners, bare drywall, and a cracked tile bar. But the booth tables were shiny new, and the bar stools and booth benches were upholstered in some kind of faux red leather with a bright gloss. The owner was clearly doing reno while open, someday hoping to create a food destination spot. I wondered if he was in business with the bridge guy.

The crew was sitting at the back corner bar in an extra-long booth: Jagger, Mina, Jacopo, and . . . Bengal.

Bengal was staring at me when I pushed open the door and stopped in the entrance.

Bengal, the prez of the Boozefighters. On a mission for personal reasons. Alone. Without his enforcers or his security people. Oookaaay.

He raised his cybot arm in welcome, a big grin on his dark-skinned face. His beard was growing in, a black curly mass along his chin and jaw. I hadn’t paid him much attention during the opening of the roadhouse and my torture, but he looked good. We had bonded during the Battle of Warhammer’s Nest, before he lost his arm. But being here, on his personal bike . . . was a step up in our relationship.

I wasn’t used to being important enough for the leaders or the one-percenters of a motorcycle club to pay attention to me. Things had changed after the Battle of Warhammer’s Nest. Good and bad, my life had changed. I had to change with it.

Pop’s philosophy had always been, “Take no shit, mate.” Except he pronounced it shite. “Take no shite, mate.” Remembering that, I pushed my shoulders back, walked in, shoved Jacopo off his booth seat, and took his place, my back to the wall, facing the door. Everybody laughed, including Jacopo who scooted in across from me, saying, “Prez Smith.”

The honorific shocked me. Nodding at him, I decided to roll with it.

If I wanted to keep my people safe, that’s who’d I have to become. Prez Smith. Someone who took no disrespect from anyone and demanded respect from everyone.

I could do this.

Three cats came in with my people: Spy, Spot, and Narrow Stripe. They ran into the room, searching in the corners. Hunting prey. Great to know the place had meals for the cats. As long as the prey wasn’t also in the food. But no one had told me we’d have cats along, so they had been in hiding somewhere. I glanced at Cupcake who shrugged, her blue eyes avoiding mine, her body language saying, “What could I do?”

I held in a sigh.


My people took an empty booth beside the corner one, sliding in, some facing the door, some facing the rest of the diner. Excellent firing positions. I was so proud.

“What’s good here?” I asked when the waiter sidled up.

The pasty-skinned man looked shaky. Terrified.

All of us were armed. Looked badass. Were badass.

“Not here to cause trouble or hurt you,” I said, “and we pay our bills.”

“Hell,” Bengal rumbled. “Anybody cause you trouble while we’re here, we’ll end it for you.” He curled his cybot arm as if making a muscle. “No beef on the menu?”

The man shook his head no, looking as if he might puke. “We have beef at C-C-Christmas. Goat or boar sometimes. When my pa can hunt. Meat’s pricy.”

“If I shoot anything nearby, I’ll dress it and bring it to you,” Bengal said. “Until then, I’ll have the grilled cheese and the cabbage.” He grinned evilly down the table. “Ya’ll’ll be glad we’re riding separately.”

“Fart joke?” Jacopo asked.

“Not if I have to explain it. Damn. Tough crowd.”

∆∆∆

In formation, Bengal and me in the lead, we took the cutoff toward the wartime mine. For the first kilometer, the road was fine and appeared to be in use. Abruptly, that changed. The road and three meters to either side had been intentionally destroyed, as if small bombs had dropped from the sky. Enough pavement remained for us to slowly negotiate our way around the holes, but after we spotted the first undischarged ordnance, we spread into a long single file, leaving plenty of room between us. The Quadros were a wider wheelbase and had a harder time negotiating the pocked roadway. We slowed. Our positions made us easy targets to snipers, but no one fired on us.

Stone, hauled from the mine had been broken, ores extracted, and the rubble discarded. It lay in piles everywhere across the landscape, some like small mountains, some no higher than my head, were I standing. Other piles looked melted, the result of the Bug ship beam weapons. We passed a machine that had once been big as a parking garage, melted into slag.

There was no green in sight. Everything had been bombed or blasted from space.

Yet, oddly, the trail we were taking still looked used. I tapped my morphon and said, “Head’s up, boys and girls. Muters on. Something stinks about all this.”

The vehicles went quiet.

Silent as a breeze, Mina sped up and passed me, taking point, moving fast. Jacopo followed, tight on her tail. They disappeared around a wide bend, crushed rubble on our left, the heart of the mountain on our right, unbroken stone rising hundreds of meters. The sun disappeared. The cold bit into my hands despite my gloves. The shadows darkened as we neared the heart of the mountain.

“Halting,” Mina said.

“We got squatters,” Jacopo said.

When the road straightened out, we saw what they meant. I came to a stop some twenty meters from the two, the others behind me. Mina and Jacopo were holding weapons, and each had targeted ahead with their bike weapons, blasters set to fire in a high tight sweep into the wall, centimeters above the crowd. Not that the people in front of us knew they weren’t being targeted.

I put my feet on the road, the bike vibrating silently under me like a big cat purring. I gave myself the leisure to see everything, keeping them waiting. Wondering.

I breathed in toxic fumes and dust and wanted to cough, but held it off.

A stone wall with a narrow gate had been built across the road. Currently, the gate was closed. To either side, poles had been raised. On them were naked bodies. Impaled. I hoped after death, and not before. Either way, they were warnings. Keep out.

It was hard to make out details in the gray wash of stone and shadow.

No one spoke. I pulled off my sunglasses.

People were living here. In this toxic place.

Beyond the wall, at the base of the stone cliff, the rubble had been used as building materials, stacked and mortared into walls for one-room houses, most roofed with old lumber and tarps, some with something like thatch, one with sheet metal. Stone fences separated each house. Curious people were standing in the open doorways. With the exception of one man who was wearing a clean shirt and jeans, the angry people on the far side of the rubble wall were dressed in filthy gray and black overalls. The crowd held rifles. Pointed at us. They were emaciated. Dirty. The kids in the doorways looked as if they hadn’t had a real meal in days. And no vitamins in years.

Coal was piled in front of each home.

To my left was a greenhouse with the plastic torn off. One wall knocked in. Nothing was growing in it. There was no sign of transportation anywhere. From the look of the impaled bodies, they had enemies.

If the kid in my med-bay had stolen his scooter back from these people and killed two of them, I was mighty impressed with his fighting skills.

Spy hopped onto the Harley in front of me, her back paws on my right thigh. “Orrrowmerow,” she said softly. “Orrrowmerow siss.” Danger.

“Yeah. Bloody hell,” I whispered back.

A wind whipped through. Four County Mine stank, the toxic fumes billowing, fresh as if the hazardous materials were still being carved from the rock. Coal smoke was mixed in, clearly being taken from the mine and heating the small houses. But there was no smell of cooking food on the air. And the people looked as if they were boxed in here, killing all comers. Afraid of something. Of someone. They were hiding.

I considered their situation. The miners might have been the ones who had hurt the kid now in a med bay at the roadhouse, and for that alone they deserved some kind of punishment. But. They were starving, and for no reason I understood. The miners had staked a claim on the old Four County Mine and they had coal but no trading partners, no tech, no soil. If the greenhouse was an indication they had no farming experience either because it was set up in the shadow of the mountain. They should be rolling in goods and services and food because miners always had things to trade.

They needed a front man. The part of me that had run a scrapyard for years stood at attention.

Into comms I murmured, “Targeting lasers on the man in the back, halfway between the houses and the wall, standing alone. Make sure he sees the red.”

Instantly the clean man’s chest lit up. He flinched. The tiniest bit. Tough dude. I’d have run.

Take no shite, Little Girl. Pop’s voice, in my memory.

A woman stepped in front of all the others. Once strong, now boney. Filthy.

I swung a leg over the bike, set the jiffy, sauntered up and between the Marconis. I walked carefully with my hands out to the sides. Jacopo and Mina dropped off their bikes and melded into the shadows, the targeting lasers vanishing with them.

The armed miners didn’t notice. Terrified of something only they knew about, they were all focused on me in my ancient riding jacket, no colors, used black helmet, and guns.

I hopped up onto the wall and sat, ignoring the rifles aimed at my chest now.

Spy leaped up beside me and sat. She licked her front paw. Insolent. Unconcerned.

I shoved down on the nervous giggle bubbling in my chest. Shoved down on the tickle in my throat brought on by the toxic fumes.

“Howdy boys and girls,” I said. “This can go one of two ways. You can let us through, gratis, and promise us trade in recompense for the kid you beat up and stabbed,” the woman winced, proving me right, “or we can kill you all without you even knowing where the shots came from.

“Jacopo,” I said conversationally, “how ’bout you put a round into the left eye socket of the body to my right.” Without taking my eyes off the group, I pointed at the impaled body.

One shot rang out. Every rifle moved from me to the shadows behind me. The woman in front tipped her rifle barrel. A man moved in front and looked up. He backed away fast, eyes wide in his coal blackened face, head nodding fast in alarm.

“Or we can fill you so full of holes you’ll be dead before you hit the ground,” the woman said.

“In that case, my people will kill every man and woman here and take your kids to be fostered in Logan.” False threat, but they didn’t know that.

Two of the men with guns glanced back over their shoulders at the houses, dread and worry for their families on their faces.

In Logan, fostering was once a dubious term usually indicating slave labor in a coal mine there or at a farm. Or, in a few isolated places, in the sex trade. Logan had developed a rep at the end of the war. Supposedly, Anse Hatfield had cleaned that up. We’d see.

“Then,” I continued, “we’ll take over here and mine this place for ourselves.” Not true. But if I wasn’t Pop’s daughter, and wasn’t delivering false threats, it could be true. And they had hurt the kid under my protection.

“Ya’ll look like bloody shite. With so many people going cold this winter, your coal is worth more than gold. Yet you’re starving to death.”

The woman’s eyes went hard. Yeah. They needed food. I’d been bargaining for years. I knew the tells.

“Or,” I added before they could respond, “We could play nice, you could let us through, and offer us permanent free passage in return for a favored trade agreement.”

Her eyes squinted. She had no idea what I was talking about. Starvation had likely turned her brain to mush, and despite the attack on the kid, which could have been a mistake for all I knew, I felt sorry for them. Which was all kinds of stupid.

Much more gently than I intended, I said, “You give us free passage. Forever. And every time we pass through we trade for coal. To prove our good will, when we come back this way, we’ll trade. And to start this agreement, you’ll give us a half load of coal in recompense for the kid who’s recuperating after your attack.”

“He killed two of ours,” the woman defended, and continued before I could respond, “What’s your earnest money?”

“Don’t you be giving my food away,” Cupcake whispered into my comms, her tone harsh.

I thought about Logan. There were farms along the way there. I raised my eyebrows as if surprised. “Canned vegetables, of course. And within one week, a load of good clean soil.” I thumbed at the quad Cupcake was driving. “Enough to fill the bed and a small trailer too. Seed potatoes and some vegetables. For coal.”

The woman looked at the ATV and tried to manage a sneer. She wasn’t very successful. “How many vegetables?”

“Within one week, that Quadro and a small trailer load of coal for,” I lifted three fingers of my left hand, “three seed potatoes.” I opened my hand once and said, “Five kilos of eating potatoes. Ten tomatoes or the equivalent canned. Ten peppers. A kilo of salt.”

Starch, vitamin C, flavors.

Cupcake grumbled in my comms.

“You can’t eat coal,” I said, the words widely spaced, “and clearly you aren’t trading with anyone for food. All veggies we trade with will have seeds.”

Now Cupcake cursed in my ear.

“To recap, any time we come through and present you this,” I tossed the roadhouse’s colors on the ground near the feet of the man who had reacted to Jacopo’s shooting, “you allow us free passage. This makes you favored trading partners with the owners of those colors. Me. I’ll take your coal and anything else interesting you dig out of the rock, and I’ll sell it and split the profit with you sixty-forty, my way. If I don’t sell it I’ll return it to you intact.”

“Seventy-thirty. Our way.”

Take no shite.

“No negotiation. Food for your coal and our free passage. Sixty-forty. Accept or die.”

The woman pretended to consider my offer. “How soon will you come back?”

“We’ll be back through within two days with vegetable proof of earnest intent, to pick up a half load of blood-money coal.” Or we’d be dead. That was a possibility. “We’ll be back with the rest of the trade twenty-four to seventy-two hours after that. The big guy with the beard and/or the cute blonde in pink on the ATV will handle all trades. If things work out between us, I have connections in Charleston, Charlotte, Raleigh, and a dozen other cities for your coal and your other ores.” The electric grid was a thing of the past. There wasn’t enough water to run the huge pre-war hydroelectric dams, and the few nuclear powerplants that hadn’t been bombed into nuclear waste didn’t send power to the backcountry anymore. Electricity—if people had the equipment—was solar, wind, or was generated by coal. “I can get your product out and bring you farming soil, goods, whatever you need.”

Her mouth turned down in a hard frown that looked more like hope than anger. She turned her head back to the man in clean jeans. He gave a small nod. “Done,” she said.

Later, before we pulled away from the stone wall, I said, “Well. That was interesting. I’ve never done a deal facing the possibility of a barrage of bullets.”

“I have,” Jagger said, his voice managing to sound amused and grim all at once. “It’s how we met.” He gunned his bike and swung into point.

Back at the roadhouse, Jolene laughed into comms, saying, “You’s turning into an old softie, helping out them miners.”

They were teasing me. I had a feeling it should have made me mad, but somehow instead I had a case of the warm fuzzies. Again. This was the second time this year. If this kept up I’d become a sweet little lady, all smiles and baking cookies. I was a fighter, not a cookie baker. A shudder ran through me. “Bloody hell,” I swore. And followed after Jagger. He had picked a place for us to camp for the night, and I was ready to crash. Tomorrow would be hard.

∆∆∆

The road into Logan had been freshly graveled and smoothed. Rock was cheap in West Virginia, but it made for difficult driving at any speed higher than thirty kilometers per hour, even for the ATVs. It was slow travel for our convoy, which made us targets. Mina was frustrated at the lack of speed, at the rocks spitting from our tires, and the unexpected slide outs. The little psychopath growled curses under her breath.

The slow speed allowed us to survey likely farms to trade for canned veggies and, once in town, gave us time to take in the scenery as the sun began to set. The town was spread out on what was left of the Guyandotte River and its tributaries. The tallest building in town was seven stories. Before the war, Logan had slid into crime and violence. During the war, the town’s decline was reversed as the Four County Mine brought in workers, businesses, and money. Lots of money. Then an alien Bug ship beamed the mine into slag, ended the war, and law and order collapsed. Things had been rough for years.

Now, the place looked pretty good. There was no trash on the streets. Garbage bins were tucked out of sight. Laundromats were open. Diners and grocery stores were open. We even passed a newspaper office, with a giant printing press in the glass window and three people printing a newspaper, like back in the old days.

As we rode through the midtown, Jolene sent me a personal comms request. She filled me in on her and Gomez’s most recent discoveries about the unmarked dark riders. They had discovered how the riders were getting around: unmarked box trucks. The two had also discovered that the riders had help getting around on back roads from militants, who had embedded themselves into local law enforcement. They’d had to dig deep for the deputies’ names and personal info, drilling into multiple sheriff’s offices’ encrypted systems, and into the security system and files of the military bases, where they had found even more names and info into a conspiracy that indicated something big was going to happen, and soon.

“Shining Sugah, mind if I expose all these po-lice’s nasty doin’s to their upline bosses and their Internal Affairs offices?” Jolene asked.

“Help yourself,” I said. “Make a good case.”

“Oh, I’m using my lawyer mode. I’ll tangle them up so tight they’ll never wriggle loose.”

“Glad you’re on my side,” I said.

“You should be. I’m a rock star.”

I said, “Send all that to my morphon. Thank you both.”

As we cruised through Logan, armed guards began to appear, wearing khaki pants and brown shirts, like uniforms. They stood on every other street corner, eagle-eyed, wearing comms, and murmuring into headsets as we passed. No one tried to stop us. One woman ticked two fingers at Jagger, like a salute. I wondered if she and he had gotten together on his previous visit. Then I decided I didn’t need to know. We were expected, that was the main thing.

Jagger pulled out and took point, turning down a side road, out of town, and onto a new road with an actual street sign. It said Hatfield Road. On it, we passed Hatfield Apartments, Hatfield Laundry, Hatfield Spa, Hatfield Diner, and Logan County Coal Yard which looked well supplied. Then a stand of timber, still green enough to be tall and ready to be cut and lumbered for housing, the Hatfield Wood Mill, and a big pond that hadn’t been there before the war.

A tributary had been dammed and a small coal and hydro plant had been built to back up the solar, wind, and battery system of Logan’s old grid.

Devil Anse had built himself a small empire.

We came to a crossroads with nondescript buildings, and Jagger slowed to a crawl. Hatfield Pawn was doing a bustling business. The building beside it was unremarkable until I spotted the mostly hidden sign proclaiming it was HQ of the Logan Wildcats Militia. Across the intersection from it was a gate and a sign proclaiming Devil Anse Scrap and Junkyard. On the other corner was a stone mansion behind a high stone wall. Had to be Anse’s house.

Jagger pulled into the HQ and stopped. Got off his bike. Met my eyes.

I had no idea what he was trying to convey, but I canted my head a millimeter or two.

The sun was setting as Amos, Cupcake, Jacopo, and Mateo pulled into formation behind us. Mina’s bike moseyed silently down the road, her camo shielding flickering into place. Reconnoitering.

“Don’t shoot, stab, cut, or blow up anyone, Mina,” I said into comms.

“Spoil sport,” she said back.

“Jacopo, check out the building,” Jagger said. The rest of us waited with bikes rumbling softly. We weren’t powering down if we had to run.

I grinned slightly as the door opened and Anse Hatfield stared at us. His red-rimmed eyes squinted against the dawn. His shirt was wrinkled and soiled as if he hadn’t changed in days. I was sure he hadn’t slept. He waved us inside, leaving the door wide.

Jacopo entered, his hands on his weapons.

The cats followed, Spy sending me a burst of excitement that meant she was having fun and hoped there was prey here too like at the diner. I received a burst of images from her, coupled with a sad emotion that said there was no protein here to chase.

A moment later, Jacopo returned, weapons still holstered. He held the door open, telling us it was safe to enter, his head moving back and forth, keeping everyone and everything in sight.

Mateo’s Quadro carved a circle in the gravel and backed up against the building. He aimed his two weaponed arms along the crossroads. Cupcake took directions from him and moved her laden quad out of the way of his weapons and powered down. She climbed in the back of her vehicle and removed the ghillie-tech tarp from the mounted, Vietnam-era-style M 45, a .50 caliber machine gun, affectionately called a Meatchopper by military types. Four “tombstone cans” of belt-fed ammo were at her feet. Her sequins glowed red in the dawn.

When the two were in place, we powered down. The protocols weren’t anything we had talked about, simply the lessons learned in war and living. Trust no one. Verify everything. Be ready to run.

Amos followed Jagger and me, taking our six. We stopped inside, on either side of the door as it swung shut.

The entry room took up the entire front half of the building. It was part relaxing-drinking area, part meeting room, with a bar along the side wall and a podium on a dais at the back between two cracked-open doors. One door was marked Weapons, the other Workout Room, lights off in both. The bar room was empty except for Anse and his wife Martha who were sitting at a round table and two well-armed, uniformed guards sitting at the far side of the bar. The man and woman were dressed in outdated US military green-camo, and each had a sergeant’s three-bar chevron, worn point down and surrounded by what could have been intended to be water droplets.

There were two containers of take-out food from Anse’s Diner on the table. The stuffed potatoes were dry and cracked as if they had sat in the open for hours, untouched.

Anse and his wife were huddled together. The couple had suffered in the hours it took us to get here. They were shriveled, wan, worn to the bone, as though all life had been sucked out of them. Martha raised her head and met my eyes, hers full of hope and fear and horror. Anse sat up straight, remembering who he was, and what he had to represent to keep his people safe. It was the look of a wartime military man, one who thought he had it all together finally, and then it came tumbling down around him. Hanging on by his fingertips as a chasm yawned below.

Jagger and I settled around the table. Amos checked out the building again, a more thorough inspection. Jacopo took a shooting position at the back corner. No one spoke. We waited. When I decided it had been long enough, I ripped open the Velcro seal, pulled out two syringes of antibiotics, and placed them on the table in front of the couple. The implication was that the syringes were a loss leader. A freebie in exchange for future favors. Or just free. “One dose today. One dose tomorrow, twenty-four hours apart.”

Tears welled in Martha’s eyes. “Thank you,” she managed.

Anse snapped his fingers, and the man jerked upright and strode over. “Please see that Joey has the first syringe administered immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” the man said, sharply. He all but ran out the door.

“They sent a location where we’ll meet,” Anse said into the silence. After an uncomfortable wait, he placed a hand-drawn paper map on the table and slid it to Jagger. Jagger slid it to me. Anse’s eyes flickered over me, remembering that the skinny brown girl was in charge, not the muscle-bound white National Enforcer for the OMW.

He said, “It’s at the Freewill Baptist Church off the old Mount Gay Road, not far from where the drugstore used to be. Ways in and out through Mount Gay, Mud Fork, Old Highway 119, what’s left of Enterprise Drive, Highway 44, and West Virginia POW MIA Highway. Plus, roads like a warren off and in between them. There’s no way to cover them all.”

I studied the map of twisting streets, Island Creek, bridges here and there, some still standing, some not even suitable for foot traffic, though I figured kids still played on them. Anse had marked them all. I handed the sheet of paper to Jagger.

I’d been making deals for years. I knew what this was. “They won’t be there anyway,” I said.

Anse looked up.

“They’ll meet you, maybe with your daughter, maybe not. They’ll take what you give them, shoot you, and then disappear.”

Martha gripped her husband’s arm. I could see in their eyes they knew I spoke the truth. A truth they didn’t want to hear.

“It’s happened twice now, and both times they were after advanced military tech. So,” I said, “if you want your girl back, you’ll give me all your resources and do what we tell you, when we tell you.”

Anse’s eyes skimmed to the Weapons Room and back to me. “I can’t do that.”

I ignored him. “You know Jagger?”

He gave a brief nod.

“Your second-in-command and all of your men will report directly to Jagger. He’ll correlate with me and our people via the comms you’ll give us. We’ll dress one of your men to look like you. Pick the most skinny so the armor he wears under his clothes won’t show. Send him home with your wife tonight. He’ll go with us tomorrow evening.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“The men voted. It’s a personal matter. Not a militia matter.”

I laughed, the sound sour. “They attacked you here, on your home turf?”

“Yes. Opened fire at the junkyard and my home simultaneously. While they used a battering ram to knock their way into the pawnshop where my daughter was working.”

“Only those three places?”

“Yes. I was at the scrapyard. Martha and the children were home. Eloise was at the shop. The members on duty were at the diner. They routed out and showed up inside of twenty seconds. By then the riders were leaving. Fast. Eloise on the back of one bike, riding pillion, preventing the men from firing.”

“They had inside help,” I said.

“No way.” Anse shook his head. “My people are loyal.”

“No,” Jagger said. “They knew where you were, where your wife was, and which kids were working. Did your daughter turn down one of the militia members for—” he glanced at Martha and said politely, “—for romantic interests.”

Anse, said, “No.”

Martha tensed, her eyes sliding back and forth beneath her lowered lids, then they opened and slid sightlessly across her clasped hands on the tabletop. “Yes.”

Anse turned in his chair, the legs scraping on the old flooring.

Martha shook her head, fast as her eyes, almost a quiver. “I never thought about it. But Beckett asked her to the Thanksgiving dance a month ago. She told him he was too old for her. He laughed it off, but I could tell it stung.”

“Beckett?” Anse turned to us, fire in his eyes. “My number two. The man who will be—would have been—reporting to you.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “Beckett was the leader of the men who voted this to a non-militia fight.”

Anse’s face went hard as stone.

Jagger said, “We’ll have to separate him, and any people loyal to him, and confine them. “An empty shipping container would do.” Scrapyards always had empty containers.

“We use one for a jail,” Anse said.

“I received intel on the way in,” I said.

Jagger slid his eyes to me and away.

“The riders are stepping up their activities. This isn’t the first kidnapping and hostage exchange to get what they want. They’re getting ready to do something big,” I said. “The commander of the Charlotte, North Carolina Military Base knows it. Knows the riders are former military, retired or booted out. But they have a big following inside and a strong approval rating from among the enlisted. The commander has had ears to the ground for a long time. He’s got a loyal crew of Rangers ready to go at a moment’s notice, but they haven’t found the rider’s base.

“We, however, know one thing they don’t. We know exactly what kind of truck they’re using to transfer the bikes and riders. And where it dropped them off three days ago.”

Jagger didn’t react physically, but I felt his surprise through the nanobots. Spy raced in from the workout room, her thoughts reaching for me. She leaped to the table and sped to me, then to Jagger, and whirled to face Anse and his wife, hissing. Invaders. Dangerous, she thought, saying, “Mrow. Siss.”

“It’s okay, Spy,” Jagger said, sounding placid, but not feeling that through our bond. “Spy is our guard cat,” he said to the couple who looked befuddled.

She hissed again but sat, allowing Jagger to swipe his hand down her spine. Once. When he reached to do it a second time, the gray cat turned her head and glared at him, showing teeth.

Jagger stopped.

“Where are they?” Devil Anse asked.

I didn’t know the answer to that, but I shared what I did know. “They were brought in on three-meter-tall box trucks. Unmarked, dirty beige, slightly rusted, but remarkably well running. They had help from locals and, most importantly, they had transportation needs—places to refuel—and that isn’t easy, not like it was before the war.”

Jagger scrubbed a big fist across his chin, thinking, his one-day beard rasping beneath his hand, “Locals would hoard their fuels. Bikes and trucks would need to find alternate refueling stations ahead of time. Or know where they’re already located. Military had places like that all over during the war.”

I shifted my attention to Anse. “Hatfield,” I said, “your people worked with the military in the war. Where did they refuel?”

His eyes narrowed. “There’s a privately owned supply depot for the county’s mines. Military took it over during the war. It’s defunct now. Except . . .” He tapped his morphon and snapped it off his arm onto the table. On the screen above the bar, he was scanning through hand written records. “Except last summer, the old owners asked for a new business permit. It’s got a functional pump and a good amount of storage for bulk fuel.” He frowned hard and tapped some more. “Beckett set it up and encouraged me to approve the business license.

“The property is listed as a residential plot, grandfathered in, which I never cared about. Not these days. But there’s still not a business name attached to the property. There’s a warren of streets and houses and businesses behind the station, though last I checked they hadn’t been attached to the refueling station.” A picture of the business appeared on the screen. “No sign, which wasn’t uncommon before or during the war. Small town. People just knew where things were.”

He showed us the location on his map.

The property had a wide dirt area large enough to turn an eighteen-wheeler around. Or a midsized battle tank. Mid-center of the entrance turnaround was an unwalled bare-bones pump house like something out of the early nineteen hundreds.

The building on the left had a repair space behind two bay doors large enough to accommodate most trucks carrying containers, and a smaller area in front with windows and a door built for humans, like an office. To the right were large dark gray-blue tanks, some three stories tall, some a couple meters shorter, some half that height and half their diameter. All were unmarked from the street. A walled, windowless building in back might have been a control room for pumps.

There were two low-roofed houses in back, though whether they were part of the storage and pumping station was unknown.

“What’s in the tanks?” Jagger asked, indicating the gray-blue storage tanks on the right.

“Various hydrocarbons.” Devil Anse sounded distracted, his fingers swiping and tapping through files I couldn’t read fast enough to follow. He said, “Pre-war it was transmission fluids, gear oil, motor oil, like that, plus diesel and gasoline. Brought in with big tankers and distributed in barrels, bottles, or bulk transport trucks to the different mine sites around the area. The Four County Mine used it. National Guard and Army used it. And the Wildcats Militia. When they petitioned to reopen, I was glad. Sign of change. Sign of growth.” He frowned and said, “You think that’s where they have my girl?”

I thought she was long gone into the sex trade, but I didn’t say that. Instead, I said, “Mina and Jacopo will put up a small drone. See if they can spot any transport trucks, look for bikes, look for military types hanging around. If my people see something, and if they can, I’ll get their trucks tagged so we can track them later.”

From his corner, Jacopo said, “Can do.”

“I want our people and my cats nosing around that area.” At his expression, I hid a smile and said, “The cats are good at tracking. Humans can find out if someone is housing short-term boarders. How many. Find out anything they can.”

“One last thing you should know,” Anse said. “The Freewill Baptist Church, the meeting place for the exchange? It’s where Mud Fork Road becomes Mount Gay Road. A block up the street from the refueling station.”

“They can’t be that stupid,” Jagger said.

“Fortunately for us, they think we’re that stupid,” I said. “They’ve gotten away scot-free all but twice, when they attacked Smith’s and when they attacked Hatfield’s. Their people died both times, and they didn’t end up getting whatever they wanted. And they don’t know we’ve joined forces. They’re well supplied and well trained. They’re cocky. We’ll use that against them.”

The Hatfields didn’t look convinced, but their world had crumbled, and they had a possible traitor in their midst.

“Once we have recon intel, here’s what we’re going to do,” I said. And I outlined the plan I’d been mulling over since I sat down at the table.

When we were done, I privately tapped Mina and Jacopo on comms and gave them orders.

“Sounds like fun,” the girl said into my comms. “Can I kill anyone who bothers me?”

“No,” I said. “Not until we locate and exfil the kidnapped victim.”

“Hell. She’s long gone and broken by now.”

“We’ll find her.” If I had to track her through johns and money, I’d do it. Sometime in the last couple of days, I had amended my long-term goals. Along with tracking and taking down the trafficking sex trade, I was destroying the dark riders and whoever they were in bed with in the Law, the military, and the Gov.

Adult women wanted to make a living that way, fine. But no one was a slave. Not as long as I had Jolene and Gomez to ferret out locations, and a beating heart inside my body.

∆∆∆

Anse’s second-in-command was sitting on a bar stool in the diner. I was in a booth with Amos by the door, both of us in heavy winter riding clothes, drinking coffee that that had to have been scorched from leftover grounds and molded chicory. It took bad coffee to a whole new level of disgusting.

Jagger was sitting against the wall watching everyone. His eyes grazed over me from time to time. We needed to talk about why he was still the OMW’s national enforcer and not living with me as he’d promised when he retired. It had to be something big.

“Five seconds,” Joleen said into comms. “Tap when you’re ready.”

I had synched my morphon to comms so I could toggle between channels easily at my wrist which was less obvious than at my jaw, and I hit a depression on it.

Jolene shut down the electronics. Two seconds later, Anse walked in, his entrance timed.

“Beckett,” Devil Anse said, taking a stool next to his number two. “I need you and a team of your most loyal men. Right now. In HQ. We’re going after Eloise.”

The moment Anse informed Beckett, three men and a woman surreptitiously tapped their morphons and tried to send messages. No electronics were working except ours. Not even the ancient microwave employed by the cook, who began cursing his kitchen appliances. A fifth man looked from Beckett and around the room, noting me at the door, and Jagger at the back. The corners of his eyes tightened.

Jagger strode through the crowd of men. They gave way, without even being aware of why they were moving. It was the unstoppable force that was Asshole, and I appreciated it when it wasn’t directed toward me. He passed behind Beckett and, moving with the faster than human reflexes of one who was infected by my nanobots, jerked Beckett up by one arm and slammed his face against the bar so hard he stunned the man. Before anyone could react except for their mouths to drop open, he’d knocked out another man, swept the legs from under a third and kicked him in the gut, and had the woman’s arms up behind her shoulders.

While he did that, Amos and I stood, blocking the entrance.

Our fourth man raced toward the door and stopped dead when he saw Amos’ handgun pointed at his belly. One hand reached for his own weapon.

“Ahn, anh, anh,” I said. “Don’t be stupid, man. On your knees, your weapons over by me, sliding them nice and slow.”

I hadn’t taken my eyes from the last man, sitting against the wall.

The guy standing against Amos had eyes that shifted left and right, fear so strong on him it almost had a smell. Amos reached out and plucked the handgun out of the man’s unsecured holster and handed it to me. I removed the magazine and ejected the round, still holding the last man’s eyes.

“Amos, sit on him, please.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Amos took me literally and shoved the man down into the booth seat and sat on his legs. The man squawked in pain.

I walked through the room, aware of all the men and women staring—watching and worried and confused. I walked within two meters of the man. “Name.”

He didn’t reply, his expression still unchanged, though the skin at the edges of his eyes quivered slightly.

“Anse. Who is this man?”

“That’s the town mayor, Richard McCoy.”

I laughed. Of course it was. We were in Hatfield and McCoy territory. “Your mayor is taking orders from the riders. Jagger. Start with him.”

Faster than even I could react, the mayor pulled a weapon. Fired. Point blank. At me.

∆∆∆

It hurt. It felt like I’d been . . . shot. Yeah. That. But none of my people reacted. I’d informed them all what I’d hoped to do, and how I’d hoped the local leader would react.

One hand over my bruised but well armored belly, I crawled to my feet as Asshole tossed the mayor into the dirt outside. Amos slammed Beckett into a booth seat and took out his teeth. Both men looked to be having fun. The rest of the place was pure mayhem.

I picked the rounds out of my armor and inspected my bullet-shot clothes as I watched several of Hatfield’s men cuffing the other prisoners and carting them off. A larger group hauled Mayor McCoy to militia HQ for a speedy trial for spying, treason, and attempted murder. I had no doubt he’d be hanged. There had been a lot of witnesses to him shooting me.

The diner cleared out fast, leaving Beckett and my people. Asshole started whistling as he pulled on his interrogation gloves. Beckett paled as tears, snot, and blood coursed down his broken face. Amos had softened the man up for Jagger. I gave them a half salute and walked out into the street. It wasn’t that I was squeamish, but I’d seen enforcers question people. No one could stay silent for long when a national enforcer got his fists going. It was effective but brutal.

I followed the others, watching as the conspirators were packed into the windowless, lightless container used as a jail by the militia. Two armed guards took up first watch, and the rest went into the mayor’s trial. It was very organized and I mentally applauded the militia.

The guards slid covert glances my way. My breastplate and abdominal armor was a calling card and a reminder that I was hard to kill. Though visibly curious, neither guard spoke to me and I wandered away.

When Jagger pinged that he was through with Beckett, I went back to the diner. Beckett was a mess and I shook my head, sighing dramatically under the watchful eyes of the cook standing in the kitchen, observing from the pass-through window.

It was close to lunch. To the cook, I said, “I see shine and fish and chips on the menu. They any good?”

“Devil Anse has a supplier who makes a run from the coast once a month with a load of frozen and fresh whitefish and we got potatoes,” the cook said. “Shine is excellent.”

I hadn’t had fresh seafood in so long I didn’t care what the fish was and placed an order for my people. Beckett wouldn’t be eating anything but baby food for the foreseeable future. As Jagger filled me in on what he had confirmed from Beckett—nothing unexpected—the cook dipped fresh fish in buttermilk, herbs, and peppers, dredged it in wheat flour, and fried fish and sliced potatoes in lard. My mouth watered as he dished everything up in old newspapers and slid it into the window. “Homemade ketchup,” the cook said.

I took a bite. It was so greasy and crispy it would clog even my nanobot-protected arteries. “Sodding hell, this is so good,” I said through a mouthful of fish protein and pig fat. My people dug in and Anse joined me at the bar, eating. The place filled back up as we ate, everyone ordering.

When my plate had been scraped clean, I surreptitiously unscrewed a tiny bottle, splashed a bit of water over my fingers, and wiped off everything I had touched. I pulled my gloves back on. Secreting the bottle in my pocket, I spun on my bar stool, my small jar of shine in one gloved hand. I sipped, and put my elbows on the bar behind me, all casual-like, watching more people enter, order, and eat. Beside me, Anse finished his meal.

Spy leaped to the bar and offered to clean the grease off his beard. Anse didn’t understand the cat’s nose butting, and Spy trailed herself around him. I pushed my greasy plate to her. The other two cats joined her, licking it clean. Anse figured it out and slid his plate over too, shaking his head as if arguing with himself about why he was helping a damn cat.

The diner was packed and reeking, the miasma of scorched coffee, fried fish, onions, peppers, and body odor bringing tears to my eyes. In spite of the dammed-up pond serving the hydro-plant, water was still scarce here, and showers were expensive.

When Anse clinked his fork down on the chipped China plate, those still eating crammed in the last mouthfuls and cleaned up with dry cloths. Water. Whoever controlled the water controlled the people.

I thought about the group at Four Corners Mine. They needed clean water.

They were not my responsibility.

Except they were.

Bloody damn. What was wrong with me?

And then it hit me. My nanobots still wanted to make a nest. I scowled mightily, and somehow, everyone in the room noticed. Most sat up straighter. A few shrank down into their seats. I made note of those.

Warhammer hadn’t been the whole iceberg; Warhammer had been only the tip of bigger problems. And the queen had left all her intel to me. Jolene had absorbed all of Warhammer’s information into her databanks, and we had made good guesses what she had been part of. Dark riders were involved.

Anse whirled on his stool and said, “Mayor McCoy was hanged by the neck until dead.” Every head turned to Anse and me. The crowded place went silent. Jolene murmured into my comms, “I got control of everyone’s morphone. I ain’t findin’ no more traitors in the group. I figure the quick hanging for treason meant anyone in the militia whose loyalty was waffling, is now completely on board with any plans y’all might make. But then, I think I’m becoming a cynic” the sentient AI said. “Go figure that.”

I grunted acknowledgment. Jolene continued.

“We got intel from militia scouts and from Mina and Jacopo. They found twelve bikes, two box trucks. A total of twelve bike riding shooters, two at shotgun, and two drivers.”

Sixteen. Manageable.

The brother-sister team entered the diner. Armored. Weaponed. Feral. Several militia stepped back as if they were wearing bombs. Which they were. The teens were walking death. I managed not to laugh at my whimsy.

Jacopo met my eyes and nodded.

Anse sighed. “How many?” he asked them.

Mina dropped metallic things onto the bar with little tinks. “Five listening devices were recovered from militia HQ. One from your scrapyard office. Two from the business where Eloise was taken. Your home was clean.”

The silence was so intense it had mass and weight.

Into that quiet Anse said, “We have enemies.”

The assembled sat up straighter.

“But we always do here in Logan. This time, the military and the Hand of the Law and the Gov are trying to take control of all tech and comms, using either black ops groups of currently serving warriors or undercover military embedded in private military groups to accomplish their goals. Deniability for the upline conspirators is to be assumed. It is also assumed that they want our dam, our water, our mines, and our women. They want things to be the way they were during the war, them at the top and everyone else little more than slaves to work the mines. Shining Smith has pledged her people and equipment to the cause of getting Eloise back and shutting down the temporary, local base of operations of the rogue, dark, paramilitary group. After that it’s up to us to guard and protect our home, our town, our people. Anyone not in can leave now.”

No one moved. “Good.” Anse inclined his head to a man standing in a corner. “BillyBob. Claude. The bags.” To the others, he said, “Put your personal morphons in the first bag. Take out a comms set from the second.”

To give them credit, no one argued, and the exchange was so smooth that it must have been SOP for ops with the militia. No one asked us for our morphons or comm devices. Not that we would have complied.

Together Anse and I explained the plan to them. All were eager to participate in the rescue and take back their town. Unfortunately, we had never worked together as a single group, and from the orders he gave, Anse wasn’t used to being number two in a command structure. He also wasn’t happy with another man going in undercover as him. Anse desperately wanted to be the hero who saved the daughter he felt he had let down. That meant we were starting out with a divided command structure and a father fighting guilt. All that would add variables to our plans.

As I left the diner to fully armor up, which took too much space to do inside most buildings, I tapped my comms and said, “Jolene, you copy all that?”

“’Course I did Shining Sugah. And I can cut general comms and take over giving orders or cut out individuals as needed.”

“And monitor any traitorous or questionable outgoing signals?”

“What’cha take me for, Little Girl? A newbie? I got every war plan and battle scene in history in my databanks, and I am fully capable of intercepting incoming and outgoing signals, deducing potential problems, and figgering out ways around anything the enemy comes up with. Bless they little pea picking hearts.”

That sounded way more insulting than a Southerner’s Bless your heart. “Riiight,” I said, my riding boots crunching gravel, “Sorry. Thank you, Jolene.”

“Humph,” she said.

I tapped onto my command private channel and said, “Anse. I’ll meet you at your place in twenty minutes.” I toggled him off and said to my team, “Phase one to commence.” I toggled off the team channel and said, “Jolene, has everything been moved to the pawnshop?”

“Negative on that,” she said, sounding like CAIT, the AI of her spaceship. “He kept back two pieces that belong on me. From the sensors Jacopo and Mina put out while they were reconnoitering, both pieces are still in his home. A blaster and a med-bay he’s used to treat the orphans he takes in and sick people and accident victims from the town. He made a profit on the med-bay, but according to the internal log, he hasn’t used it in the last six months. Even with the sick child they were talking about.”

“Is it functional?”

“Affirmative. I postulate he’s out of supplies, which is why he needed the antibiotics.”

“Hmmm. Too bad he doesn’t have a spaceship nearby with a functional fabricator capable of producing medical supplies.”

“Shining Sugah, I’ve heard that tone before. That right there is your bargaining tone. You planning to leave parts of me there?”

“No, though I can’t blame a man for wanting to help his people and make a profit all at the same time. But I might trade out for one of our military versions and charge him a percentage on each use. And a nice trade up value on medical supplies.”

“How much a that do I get? Me and Gomez is planning to get hitched, and a honeymoon might be fun.”

I opened my mouth to bargain and closed it with a little pop. How did two AIs go on a honeymoon? I decided I really didn’t want to know, so I didn’t ask. I said, “Like most everything in life, it’s negotiable, as long as I make a profit. For now, I’m about to make a show of power.”

Shoulders back and my face hard, I made a strong statement as I strode to Cupcake’s quad. The weapon in the back was already on full display. But now my VP helped me remove several cases and set one up in front of militia headquarters, positioned to allow anyone who wanted to watch. It wasn’t like I was trying to keep my gear a secret anymore. I hadn’t stolen the military equipment; I had simply relocated most of it from the thief’s property.

Pulling my armor from its case, I hooked the front piece to the rest, and snapped the suit into the bulky portable donning station. Cupcake swiveled the Meatchopper around to cover me.

As economically as possible with so many people watching, I stripped off the boots, jeans, gloves, and outer shirt, and tossed them to Jagger. He grinned, appreciating the show, knowing what I was doing. Every eye in the area was on me. The attention-getting stunt left me in leggings, socks, and a thin long-sleeved T-shirt. I stepped onto the mounting pedestal and leaned back into the armor, face out toward the street. People were moving closer to get a good look. Armor meant power.

No one was watching Mina and Jacopo, who melted into the distance on their bikes, fully muted, and disappeared.

Cupcake said, “Initiate auto-donning.” I pressed my thumb into the suit. It stabbed me with a microneedle to assure that I was the suit’s proper wearer. It hurt like a son of a gun, but I kept my face expressionless. The positioning arm made a snicking sound as it slid around my waist and pulled me against the torso segment. The armor sections snapped over my body, interlocking. I’d used it enough that it didn’t have to be repositioned. It fit me perfectly.

I hadn’t initiated the helmet yet, so no breathing tube was necessary. And I had peed before this started and planned on not needing the catheter option. But the hands were yet to come. And they were worst.

“Prepare for boots and gloves, for peripheral nerve engagement, both hands, except for right thumb,” Cupcake said.

I took a breath and blew it out hard. The glove sectionals encased my fingers. Microscopic needles pierced into my palms. Mentally, I used every cuss word Pops had ever allowed me and a few more after that. The armored boots snapped shut. The suit injected something to stop the pain.

Aware that Anse’s men were in position around the intersection, armed, watching, I stepped from the donning station and nodded to Jagger. His job—other than covering my back—was to make sure no one ran away with our gear.

I found Mateo, parked in his quad under a lone tree. I couldn’t see his face behind the sun’s glare on his warbot suit, but he adjusted his weapons slightly in acknowledgement, the nearly silent hum of servos loud in the dead silence.

Climbing on my bike, I pressed my right thumb against the bioactivated starter. It rumbled to life. I hated electronic starts. It felt like cheating. But I did like that biomarkers prevented my bike from riding off with a thief.

Walking the bike, I took a tight circle and gunned the engine enough to glide past the armed men, circle around so they could get a good look, and back up to Anse’s Pawnshop. I could have left the newish military-style bike and walked, but the armor and the bike spoke for me. This is who I am. Don’t think I’m an easy mark.

Mateo took a position in the middle of the intersection. Cupcake was right behind me in her quad. Jagger moved ahead, waiting near the pawnshop’s front door, his bike at the side, facing the street. He was smoking a cigar and smiled at me around the curl of smoke. My stomach did a little flip, and warmth settled low in my belly. This was the way I always remembered him, from the first time I saw him. Bloody hell.

The pawnshop had bars over the windows and a well-used, human-shaped target on the steel front door, its heart and head both nothing but tattered holes. Cupcake, still in her pink and sequins, and I parked and made our way inside between the two guards wearing sergeant’s chevrons who had been at Anse’s HQ. They both had shotguns on straps, carried with the butt at shoulder for quick firing, but aimed away from us. Cupcake strode ahead of me, passed them, opened the door, and took a position until I passed her, and Jagger took her position, his gaze on the guards.

Cupcake and I entered. Three cats dashed in at our feet. The cats explored, rushing here and there, leaping from the top of tall shelves to the light fixtures hanging above.

I sat at the long glassed-in counter at the front, diamonds and gems set into rings sparkling at us through the glass, Cupcake at my shoulder.

I heard Jagger and the two guards take up places at the door.

I let silence build. And then Amos threw open the door and walked in, the mountain-of-a-man stopping in front of the two guards. “Howdy boys,” he rumbled.

Spy jumped to the top of the glass case and walked along the top, leaving little smears of cat across the surface. Anse’s eyes followed her tracks, and he hid a frown. I felt her amusement at mussing the human man’s clean glass, like a signature of claiming. In the language of cats, she said, “Hhhhah mmm,” meaning “This is good.” The gray cat curled onto her side and lifted a leg into the air, proceeding to clean her nether regions.

Cupcake said, “Have your people load up Shining’s belongings. Including the med-bay and the blaster at your house.”

Anse’s face fell.

From my point of view, it was an auspicious beginning.

∆∆∆

When the negotiation was done, I had won what I’d come for: the return of all the equipment that Anse had taken from the crash of the USSS SunStar; I had the blaster on my hip; I had an agreement for the return of the ship’s med-bay and lease-use agreement for a military med-bay and purchase of supplies at a profit to me. Before we left, Amos would be dismantling Jolene’s equipment and taking it all home, but trading for a newer med-bay and supplies. In return, Anse would get use of one set of military armor and a personal donning station for two years. He’d been a warrior. He knew how to use it, and he knew its worth. It meant a nice profit in the club’s pockets—and Jolene’s pockets, though wrapping my head around her wanting money was difficult. We also had an agreement that the enemy of one was the enemy of all for a period of one year, assuring assistance for defensive measures if under attack. It was a good deal. And since Jolene could tell me where the armor was all the time, and shut it down if needed, there was no way Anse’s enemies could kill him and haul his body off without reprisal.

Both of us satisfied, Anse stood and said to his guards, “Call Sawyer and ask for three grunts and the tow trailer to load up all the equipment.” They gave quick salutes, and we followed them toward the street.

Anse held open the outer door for Cupcake and me and said, “Sawyer is the man taking my place. His beard is close enough. He’s a little taller, but put a hat on him, and no one will know the difference.” Spy and her cat-mates raced out the door, the other two carrying mice in their teeth. Anse jumped a little. “I didn’t know I had mice. Any chance we could add a cat or two to the deal?”

“I’ll ask the cats.”

Anse gave me a peculiar look, and I showed teeth in what might charitably be called a smile. Anse shook his head as if the vagaries of women were beyond him. There were eight pickup trucks in the once empty parking area, all but one held together with bailing twine, duct tape, and hope, most with different colored side panels or doors or hoods, scavenged from a junkyard. I was proud of them. Their junk looked good and still ran in a time when regular transportation was scarce. The eighth truck was fancy—diesel rumbling like silk, new paint job, nice upholstery. Had to belong to Anse.

The militia milled around—armed, tough looking people. Most of the men were hard bitten, bearded, tight eyed. The women were no softer, and just as familiar with their weapons as the men. We had more than twenty people with us. Anse would be in a command bunker—an empty house with rotten floors and busted out windows found by Mina during her recon. It was two streets over from the church, forty-five to fifty meters, not close enough for Anse to get to us in a hurry, but close enough to provide backup. And there was a clear line of sight to the front door of the church. I had no doubt Anse could take out the eye of a squirrel at that distance.

As if Jolene had timed it, Mina and Jacopo roared up the street, braked and spun in what was nearly front wheel wheelies, and up to us. “Everything’s in place,” Mina said.

The militia all stared at the strangers on the sleek bikes, and one woman asked what they were all thinking. “What’s in place?”

Mina let her eyes slide up and down the woman in evaluation. Finding her satisfactory, Mina said, “Your Christmas fireworks.”

I looked at the sun and checked my morphon. We barely had enough time to get all the people in place before the exchange. “Anse, my good friend, it’s time to rock and roll.”

“And get my daughter back?”

“Yup. Your stand-in ready to go?”

“He’s ready. And I thank you for the armor.”

It wasn’t as good as the military armor my team had, but it was better than Kevlar and Dyneema that cops and military used to wear, and it was thin enough to not show under clothing. It covered fake Anse from crotch to neck, front and back instead of only his chest, though if a shooter went for a head-tap, fake Anse was dead, and he knew it. Standing side by side the two were clearly not twins, but set them a ways apart, I’d be hard pressed to say who was who.

I tapped my comms and said, “Jolene, align all comms to mine.” A faint click sounded, and the ambient noise rose. “Anse. You copy?”

“I do,” Anse said. “People, count down.”

One by one, Anse’s men and women said their last names, Sawyer speaking last, referring to himself as, “Anse Junior. Copy all that.” Anse’s men laughed.

My people checked comms. We were all linked via Jolene’s EntNu.

I said, “Jolene, shut down all outgoing comms signals from the town except the enemy’s.”

“Roger that. All comms cut.”

I watched as three of Anse’s people reacted to her statement. It was three of the people who had reacted during and after the hanging. “Jolene, you see that?”

Into my ear, Jolene said, “All three you indicated have been spending more than they officially take in, though not as much as the others.”

Activating the recoil-anti-recoil feature of my armor’s right arm, I walked to the first man and rested my hand on his shoulder. I grinned into his face. His eyes widened. With a slight shove I put him on the dirt hard enough to break a tooth.

The man reached for a weapon just as Jagger put a gun to his head. “Easy there, Rambo. It’ll be mighty hard to spend all that nice money you been accumulating, if you’re dead.”

I walked to the other two who were standing together and activated the feature on my left arm. When I reached them, I shoved them together. A little love tap. I heard bones break. “Husband and wife team. Three final traitors in your midst, Anse.” I looked around at the rest of his unit. “The rest of you are either very clean or a lot smarter than the ones we took down.”

The two sergeants at arms shackled the three turncoats and hauled them into the container-jail.

Looking around, I said into comms, “Now we’re down to seventeen militia and the two sergeants. The people you see around you are all loyal. Look at each other. Count on each other.” I gave them a moment to see who was left. Who they would be depending on for their lives and who they would defend with their own.

Mina and Jacopo again headed down the road toward the church. Shrewd eyes tracked the two.

“People,” I said. “Sergeants will guard HQ and the crossroads. Logan Wildcats, divide into three groups. Jagger takes five, Cupcake takes five, Amos takes five. Mateo has two. One truck per team. Anse, put your bicycle in the back of Cupcake’s quad. As soon as she’s a kilometer out, take your bike and get into position. Stick to the shadows. Set up your gear. If you see things going south, get your girl and your people and get out. Wildcats Militia. You will follow the orders of my people.

“My people, armor up. Jagger, get the ship’s comms device. Sawyer, you’re with Jagger’s group.” I grinned at them. “Lock and load.”

∆∆∆

I slipped into the church and slid through the entry’s shadows. Above the center door were the words, “God loves you, just as you are.” I snorted. Nobody loved people like they were. For the most part, people were scum bags.

I checked out the entire building, making sure there were no sensors or cams that would give me away. Making sure all the exits were covered by my people. Satisfied, I returned to the main room. The sanctuary.

The church was nothing fancy, not like cathedrals with arched stained glass or mosques with minarets and stuff, but it was nice. Quiet. Solar lights were dim in the corners, leaving the new vaulted ceiling and rafters in shadow. According to Anse, they had all been added when the church roof burned from a lightning strike and was rebuilt prior to the war. The sanctuary had a single aisle down the middle with short pews to either side. A little dais with a podium was at the front, and behind that a little window. I walked up and looked inside to see an empty silk-plaz-walled area like a large, one meter deep tub, with an oversized spigot and two knobs on one wall. The tub was dry as a bone, but maybe it had originally been a baptismal pool for when people got dunked back when there was cheap water.

Swiveling on my battle boots, I leaned back, set my elbows on the short baptismal window wall, and took in the building from the front. The dim light lingered on the wood pews and gleamed on the wood floor. I knew next to nothing about churches or religion, but I liked the simple layout, the clean lines, the eggshell and cream tones on wood molding and walls. It felt calm. Peaceful. I could see how most people would think it was a spiritual place.

I wasn’t used to peaceful, spiritual places. These days no one was. Life was hard and getting harder, almost as though only war, impending war, and recovering from war had kept humanity on track with industry and development and social change. There had never been peace, inside me or in my life. And I certainly wasn’t spiritual. I wasn’t even sure that someone infected with nanobots was human anymore, and if I wasn’t human, would God even notice me?

If there was a God, what did he, she, or it care about me? About any of us? If there was a God, it had let us all but destroy ourselves in war after war. And . . .

Almost forgotten was an old memory. When I’d gone on the run as a young teen, I’d once sought help in a sanctuary and been chased out as homeless scum.

“God loves you just as you are,” the sign said, but people never would.

Scientists said neutrinos existed everywhere and everywhen, simultaneously. Maybe neutrinos were intelligent. Maybe God was like neutrinos. Maybe if I talked to it, it would hear me, being everywhere at once. I said, “If you’re real, and everything, and, you know, not me talking to particles and waves, I want you to know that I’m trying to do the right thing. Keep my people, the harmless people, safe. If I have to kill a few bad people, is that okay with you? And if you have, like, the ability to help people, will you help me keep my people alive and healthy? And keep me from making a nest?”

No one answered. And I figured the fact that I was breathing better was my imagination. People would die soon. Some at my hand. So why would God listen to me?

I shrugged my shoulders hard at the weird thoughts brought on by the lovely room. I was a mordant woman, not usually gloomy or pessimistic.

Pushing myself from the window, I lifted my eyes to the rafters hidden in shadow. I picked one about two meters from the entrance and set my armor to let me jump high with no effort. A few seconds later I was as comfortable as I could be sitting along the beam that went across the room, my weapons trained on the church entry.

I tapped my comms on my wrist and said, “Smith in position.”

Jolene acknowledged that. Others checked in. Spy climbed to the top of a pew and stared up at the rafter. It would be a massive leap. But she had nanobots. I watched her gather herself, eyes on the rafter, calculating her chances. She leaped. Caught herself with front paws and swung around underneath, her back claws grabbing in with a claw-scratching scramble. She held. Then shoved her body up and around the rafter. She lay flat. Groomed her front paws with delicate licks. Met my eyes.

“Yeah. I know you meant to do it that way,” I said. She glared at me.

I settled on the hard beam and prepared for an uncomfortable wait.

∆∆∆

I had gotten into position more quickly than the others. A solo person was usually faster than any team, no matter how well they worked and trained together. Anse checked in, and I tapped my comms three times to Jolene, informing her and the others I was going silent.

Cupcake and her team were covering the fuel depot, her quad across the street and backed into heavy scrub. She could swivel her pretty toy left to the tanks, or right up toward the church. It wasn’t a precision instrument, not a sniper’s choice at all. It was a Meatchopper. Her five team members were positioned on the low bridge where the bridge wall had broken away and never been repaired, under the bridge behind abutments on both sides of the road, and further down toward the church. Sharpshooters all.

Mateo’s small crew had entered the neighborhood of twisted streets behind the fuel depot and the church. One of his shooters was in a tree with a clear line of sight through the windows of the church. The other was on top of a house, with a clean shot at the back door of the truck repair section of the depot. Both snipers were under top-of-the-line ghillie cloth cloaks, with chameleon skin properties rendering them nigh invisible. Mateo said into comms, “ARVAC aloft.”

“Copy that,” Jolene said.

Amos and his five people had pulled into the parking lot of a burned-out modular housing construction business, the vehicle and Amos’s bike behind sooty walls. They were covering the enemy’s retreat from that direction, and if the enemy tried to take off with Eloise, Amos would drop caltrops all over the street, shoot up the vehicles, the riders, and take out the kidnappers. If things went so far south that they needed to be employed, the rest of us would be dead or near enough, and Eloise would likely not survive.

Bengal was hidden in the scrub between the church and Anse’s position. He was everybody’s backup. Bengal could do anything, and the man loved to fight. He’d finish any part of the plan that began to fall apart.

Jagger’s team were hidden around the church. Once the negotiations began, his team would cover Mina and Jacopo who would silently take out the enemy guards around the church.

All my people were under full stealth, their armor’s chameleon skin activated. They would be invisible to low-light, night-vision, near IR, and radar. Not so much the humans, which is why they were positioned behind buildings and walls. Human shapes would be excellent targets and give away that we were here.

“Ten minutes to go,” Joleen said.

“We have activity at the depot.” Mateo said. “Unknown number of riders and one box truck preparing to move out of the parking area. Rerouting ARVAC.”

I waited. Waiting was the hardest part of battle. Except for seeing people you loved die or your own body parts lying six meters away. Or waiting to die yourself and not knowing if your death would make a damn bit of difference. That sucked worse.

“Truck and six motorcycles pulling into the dirt and heading for the street,” Cupcake said. She gave a fast run-through of their armory. Mostly body armor and handguns. Military blasters with auto targeting. Small show of force. Nothing dramatic. Enough bikes for one of the box trucks. So why two? And why activate only one?

Jagger said, “Why so few here tonight when they brought twelve bikes?”

I tapped my comms. “Jolene. Alert the sergeants back at the crossroads. Possible ambush.”

“Copy that,” Jolene said.

“Two occupants in the truck cab,” Mateo said as the ARVAC vid appeared on my morphon. I stretched it out with two fingers.

“Can you see if it’s Eloise?” Anse asked.

“Negative on that,” Jolene said, again sounding like CAIT. It was easier giving bad news if there was professional space between the speaker and the listener. CAIT was professional. Jolene was a feeling, thinking being.

“Copy,” Anse said, his voice heavy. “Negative.”

“Passing my quad,” Cupcake said. “Got a glimpse in reflected light. Female shaped form in passenger seat.”

“Jesus,” Anse whispered. It sounded like a prayer and I remembered the peace I’d felt in the small sanctuary. I was about to blow the place all to hell to save a young girl. I hoped God approved.

I adjusted the weapon at my side. One of Jolene’s blasters. I had a newer version, a military blaster, but carried the one I had taken from Anse. One sweep would incapacitate them all. Then I could drop down, save the girl, drag the good guys out, leaving Anse’s people to kill the bad guys, and ride away the winner.

Something pricked the back of my brain. Or I could touch them, making them mine. Add to my nest.

“No,” I whispered into the peaceful silence, talking to the nanobots in my blood. “Just bloody sodding, no.”

The outer doors of the church opened. I heard footfalls. Fake Anse. Sawyer. Whatever. I tapped my armor, activating the Chameleon skin. It wasn’t exactly an invisibility cloak, but it did make me blend into the colors and shadows. I glanced at Spy. She was staring at the sanctuary doors.

They opened. Fake Anse walked in and looked for me. Frowned. I touched my comms and heard Joleen say, “She’s in position. Hidden.”

Sawyer shook his head like a cat shedding water and took up a position in the corner of the room closest to the entry doors. Best firing position. Away from the windows and the possibility of friendly fire.

Something in my heart eased. He was being smart. He had military experience.

Okay. Rock and roll, I thought.

The bad guys came from the direction of the fuel depot. Unmuted crotch rockets sang like cats fighting, rather than rumbling. I was prejudiced and knew it. Squealers had their place, but I’d never ridden one, even fancy ones like the Suzuki Mina was utilizing on this Op. They were all electronics these days, and there was no way to repair them if the electronics went out. Fast was great until it failed. For a life-long bike, nothing was better than a Harley. HDs were user friendly. For the most part they could be repaired on the side of a street, in a field, in a small town auto shop.

I sat up a fraction. Gestured to Spy. I touched my forehead.

She gave me a look that said, Are you crazy? It was a real scowl, as human an expression as a cat face could make.

I nodded.

Spy’s eyes narrowed. She looked at the doors and back to me, stood, and walked gracefully to me across the beam. She stepped on my outstretched legs, padding up my abdomen and to my face. She was close enough to scratch out my eyes before I could blink. Inside my armor my body tensed. She didn’t touch my head, letting her eyes and body talk for her.

“Sisssss,” she said. I’m pissed. It was followed by a nearly silent growl that meant, “Hunt and kill.”

Quietly, under the cover of the whine of bikes and the rumble of the approaching truck, I said, “Can one of the other cats disable the bikes? Shred or bite a line, puncture a tire?” I tried to picture a brake line but I wasn’t very good at cat ESP, or whatever this form of communication was.

“Orrrowmerow.”

Sawyer looked up and frowned.

Spy leaned in and let her forehead touch mine. I wasn’t sure how she did it, but Spy sent me a mental image of the taste of brake fluid which was horrific, and was accompanied with the image of a dead cat.

I leaned back in shock, breaking the contact, met her eyes, and thought, Yeah. That is a bad thing. Sorry I mentioned it. I leaned in again, thinking about electronics, and sent her an image of a cat spraying urine over sensitive panels on the bikes. Might help. Might not. Would certainly make the bike disgusting for the rider.

Spy chuffed and agreed, saying, “Hhhhah mmm.” She added, “Kkkkk,” and licked her jaw like cleaning good protein off it, and sent me an image of salmon. I sent her back an image of canned salmon.

Her lips curled, and she gave a chuff-puff of sound that meant, You are disgusting.

I sent an image of a piece of Anse’s whitefish.

Spy sent a purr of sound and said, “Hhhhah mmm.”

“It’s a deal,” I sent to her. I had completed another bargain with a junkyard cat. If I reneged on the deal, she and Tuffs’ Destruction of Cats would kill and eat me. I knew that.

Turning, Spy leaped and dropped from the rafter, landing in front of Sawyer, who jumped a foot. Spy gave him a smug look and padded to the door, batting it with a paw. Sawyer pushed open the door, and she disappeared into the night. He shook his head in fear or wonder.

Crotch rockets and the box truck pulled into the small parking area. Their rides went silent. On my morphon, I watched the ARVAC’s display as riders dismounted. One of the riders opened the passenger door and yanked out a form. Vaguely female and alive, was all I could get on the near IR and low-light glimpse. The ARVAC would have to fly a lot lower to see more.

Exhaust and the cold night air blew in as one rider entered the church, looked around, nodded to fake Anse, and returned to the others.

Over my team’s private channel, I heard from the open doorway, “He’s there. Alone. No signs of others.”

“Check in every two minutes,” another voice said. “Take out anyone who shows up even if it’s kids looking for a place to neck. We’ll be back in five.”

Three heavily weaponed riders and the driver of the truck entered the foyer, the driver pulling a girl on a leash. Fury shot through me. Bastard.

Four warriors. A girl. Hopefully Eloise. The moment she saw Sawyer, she’d know it wasn’t her father. This was one of only a couple dozen weaknesses in our plan.

Into my comms, Jolene said, “ARVAC shows the other truck and six riders gearing up.”

FUBAR, I thought. We haven’t blown the tanks, and they’re exfiling. Or heading back to the crossroads. Bloody hell. But first things first.

I was cloaked. Sawyer was in a dark corner. Best we could do.

They entered the sanctuary, the dim light illuminating them and the girl.

The girl didn’t look as if she had been beaten. Was walking okay. Good signs. She wasn’t blindfolded. A medium dark-skinned teenager with long curly hair. Pretty. Arms bound. Wrists bleeding from rope burns where she had struggled.

The small group spread out as the man with the girl passed Sawyer and turned back to him. They were two and half meters into the room, one meter to my side. I could drop on them easy. But we wanted more than them dead.

“You got the comms device?” one of the riders asked.

Sawyer opened his jacket, revealing the dark gray hemp-plaz casing of Jolene’s missing comms part in a pocket. Sawyer said, “Your mama Martha says she’s waiting for you at home.”

Key words, to let us know the girl was Eloise. Eliose started at his voice. She went stiff at the end of her leash.

“Ellie? We’re all good. We’ll be home in a short bit,” Sawyer said.

The rider took one step to Sawyer and held out his hand.

Mina said over comms. “Three guards down. Damn cats are squirting all over the bikes.”

I permitted myself a satisfied grin. Even if the riders got back to the bikes, they’d be riding in cat piss.

“Ellie? It’s daddy.”

“Daddy?” Her voice quavered. She knew it wasn’t Anse. But she didn’t give anything away.

Sawyer pulled the comms from his jacket. “Give her to me.”

The rider shrugged and shoved Eloise at him. Sawyer caught her and pushed her behind himself against the wall. The rider punched a button on the comms and lit it up. He turned to the side, facing the windows, adjusting the electronics with taps of his fingers. He had to be the comms specialist of the group. And he had to have EntNu comms experience. Jolene was monitoring from inside the comms, part of her. Tracking his movements. With any luck tracking the signal to their main base.

He said, “Call sign Darwin calling home base. Darwin to homebase.”

There was a fain click, and a voice said, “Dar—”

Jolene shut him down, saying into my ear, “Got it.”

“Homebase come in,” Darwin said. “Homebase.”

“Go,” I whispered.

A shot came through the window.

I dropped from the rafter.

The man with the comms tilted, his head swinging away from the window, knees buckling, from being dead. He started to fall. It was almost slow motion, a sweep of his blood across the dim lighting. The comms device rising in the air as it slid from his fingers.

I fell through the blood spray as the driver spun toward the movement. I landed on the driver’s shoulder as he caught the device in clumsy fingers. I rolled in the air, taking him down with me. Just before we hit the floor. I kicked his face. Blood splattered high. But the guy wasn’t down for the count.

Sawyer shot the third man with a blaster, the beam invisible. He had fired the instant the rifle had taken out the first guy. It had been going long enough that his target flushed red, crumpled, and died as his organs boiled.

The fourth man, or in this case, woman, opened her mouth in surprise. Confusion flowed across her face before it showed a hint of pain. Mina took her out. Mina, standing motionless as though she hadn’t thrown the blade, the hilt sticking out of the woman’s back as she dropped to the floor.

The man beneath me fired three shots. Dove for the door. I held up a hand to stop Jacopo from taking him down. The driver raced from the church with Jolene’s comms.

In less than five seconds it was all over. Except it wasn’t.

We waited. One bike roared to life. Spun off toward the fuel depot, engine wailing.

“I got full control of the communication part of me. All y’all done good,” Jolene said.

“The explosives didn’t blow,” Mina said.

“Six riders and one truck are en route from the fuel depot,” Jolene said, “toward Anse’s part of town.”

Which we had left unprotected except by the sergeants.

“The man with my comms is joining up with them,” Jolene said.

I took a deep breath, glad I’d worn armor or my ribs would have taken damage from the man’s shoulder and breathing would have been difficult. I said, “Cupcake, take your team and follow.”

“Roger that,” Cupcake said. Her mic muted as she started giving orders.

Anse burst into the Church. Grabbed his daughter and crushed her in his arms. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay? Did they—”

“Action now, apologies and debrief later,” I said, my voice gruff at the sight of the girl in his arms. Safe. “Anse, I need two volunteers to lead two, three-man teams. Team one to hide the bodies for later disposal. Team two to strip the bikes of numbers and trackers and burn them. You and Eloise, figure out whose fingerprint will start the truck and get it out of sight. Follow us when you can.”

“Done.” He tapped his comms and said, “The following people will assemble at my twenty.” He began calling names. I walked for the front doors of the church and looked back once. Blood was on one wall. All the floors. Pain in the ass to clean. No peace left. No . . . solace.

Mateo said, “The pavement sucks. I’m stuck in a hole and losing the drone. It’s nearly out of my range.”

Jolene said, “I’ve taken over the ARVAC, and it’s following the dark riders, but there’s no part of me on board the drone, and currently, it’s nearing the edge of my video range. So, while I’ll know where your malefactors are, we won’t have visuals unless you can get your own self unstuck, Mateo, sir.”

Mateo cursed and yelled, as if he’d lifted a car off a dying child. “I’m out of the hole. Moving. Should be inside the drone’s range again in less than a minute.”

I left the church for the parking lot where I said, “Jolene, inform the sergeants they have incoming bad guys. We’re on our way.”

“Roger that, Shining Sugah.”

I tapped my comms to the general channel. “The other half of our enemies are heading for HQ. Those of you not assigned to Anse, follow me. Let’s get back there. Mateo, your drone?”

“Drone is in range. Barely. Closing the distance. They took the turn toward the pawnshop and militia HQ.”

“Move out, people.”

∆∆∆

Speed was more important than formation, and Bengal and Jagger were out in front. Mina was right behind, bent low over her bike, a blaster in her offhand. Jacopo was to her left and back a few meters. I was on their tail, pulling up the rear. Anse was much slower and had our six. Mateo was somewhere in front of us. Cupcake and her team would be in front of him. We were all armored, helmets up, the faceplates killing bugs and protecting us from the cold wind.

I had considered the probability that the dark riders would go back to Logan to be low. Why would they? What did the city of Logan have that they wanted? Or rather, what did Anse have?

Maybe the riders hadn’t planned it. Maybe they found one of Mina’s explosives, which might explain why they hadn’t blown, and decided that Anse had wired the place. Maybe they were heading to HQ for revenge. Maybe they heard their people dying and decided on retaliation, though military didn’t usually leave their own dying or dead and ride away. They’d have more likely stormed the place hoping to take us all down. Or maybe Mina had messed up wiring the plastics or detonators, though the last war had made sure that was pretty much foolproof. Maybe the dark riders expected their pals to join them after they killed Anse, and they would raid the scrapyard and the pawnshop. It hadn’t happened before, but there could be a first time.

I heard Mina grumbling about the explosives.

A night bug hit my face shield with a splat.

Ahead, a huge boom sounded. A fireball rose into the sky, scarlet and green flames reflected on my face shield, smudged by bug guts. A half second later a shockwave slammed into us. My ears popped, a headache bloomed, even with the helmets.

Cupcake was up there. My nanobots shivered in my bloodstream. I leaned into my bike and gunned it into the middle of the pack. “Cupcake’s in trouble,” I shouted into comms, urging my bike faster. The cracked and potholed pavement had been hazardous in the daylight. It was a real danger at night. I didn’t care. The flames up the road turned neon green. “Activate your armor’s O2,” I shouted again. “The flames are toxic.”

Mina shot out in front a good five kilometers faster than we were going. She buzzed ahead, dodging potholes.

We rounded a curve and took a left. In front of us, Mina drifted hard to the right and came to a stop in front of the box truck from the fuel depot. The scene in front of her was like something out of hell.

The explosion had taken out the truck from the chassis up: the cab, the box part, and anything in it. The tires were melting. The bare trees to either side were black with smoke. The debris field was huge, and we all dodged a truck fender landing in the road as we slowed to a stop. The fire was still a mass of evil flames, red and green and blue flickering with white sparkles.

Cupcake’s quad was in the middle of the road, but Cupcake wasn’t in it. Calling to Jolene to locate her comms, I set the stick and raced in on foot.

In her battlefield voice, Jolene said, “To the left of the ATV. Approximately ten meters from the vehicle. Cupcake is not breathing. Repeat. She is not breathing. Pulse is erratic. Have initiated auto lifesaving and triage in her armor and waiting for a lead two. Her breathing tube was not in place, however she was running on enhanced O2.”

Like we had been.

If I remembered from reading the schematics and tech on the armor, a “lead two” meant a certain kind of EKG, a way to test the muscle and electrical activity of the heart. Maybe. I was bloody big on my maybes today.

I spotted Cupcake wrapped around a tree, crumpled awkwardly. I reached her at the same time as Mina. Together we gently repositioned her limbs and then rolled her face-up. Her helmet was on, the faceplate cracked. It took a lot to crack military silk-plaz.

Mina reached for Cupcake’s helmet. She stopped short of hitting the disengage button when Joleen said, “Lead two reveals blunt cardiac injury, or BCI, a common complication after blunt chest trauma. She currently has mild arrhythmia, but this type of injury can lead to severe chamber or valvular rupture, even death. Myocardial infarction is possible.”

I had no idea what that meant, but it sounded bad.

“Patient has taken a breath. Suit readouts suggest multiple broken ribs. Possible lung injury and potential pneumothorax. Current O2 is eighty-nine. Injecting 100 percent O2.”

“What the bloody hell does all that mean?” I ground out.

“Heart damage. Collapsed lung,” Mina said, “with an air pocket between the lung and the lining of the lung. She isn’t getting enough oxygen. But we can’t touch her.” Mina dropped her hands.

Anse came over comms. “We have a battlefield med-bay in the back of the box truck, suitable for triage and stabilization. Eloise and I are on the way. Keep her alive.”

“Copy that,” I said. The words were ragged.

Cupcake would likely have a right thumbprint showing, out of the armor for activating biomarkers. I stripped off my glove and gently turned her right hand. Broken bones ground. I pressed my thumb to hers and shoved with my nanobots, pushing them through my skin, into her, thinking, “Fix her. Fix her now.”

I could feel the evil little buggers leaving my skin and crawling into hers.

“What the fuck?” Mina said, making it a question.

Cupcake’s mouth moved.

I laughed when I realized she was mouthing, “Don’t say fuck.” I shoved harder on the nanos, sending them into my friend’s system.

Amos landed beside me. Jacopo and Bengal were providing cover. I’d had my back to the scene and hadn’t even noticed. I glanced over my shoulder to see Jagger approaching Cupcake’s quad.

“Baby?” Amos said, his hand poised to touch her, but not daring to.

“Amos,” Jolene said, the AI’s voice gentle and Southern in her concern. “She is breathin’ and her heart’s beatin’. She jist needs a little tune up.”

He breathed out, the tissues in his chest making a juddering sound.

“Where’s Mateo,” I asked.

“Flippin’ out. I sent him on past and after the drone. He was useless here, better at fightin’. He likes Cupcake.”

“Everyone likes Cupcake,” I said. “Jagger. Will you, Mina, Bengal, and Jacopo chase the bad guys and protect Anse’s people from whatever they’re planning to do?”

Bengal said, “I’m staying right here. Backup is handy. Plus, my bot-arm can help move her to the med-bay.”

Jagger said, “Roger that.” He touched my shoulder for two seconds and then was gone. I lost track of time, feeling Cupcake’s breathing and her heart beating through our joined nanos and thumbs, until the rumble of a truck pulled me out of my attachment to Cupcake’s physiology.

Then I let the others take over giving orders and watched them carry her to the confiscated box truck, following behind like a lost child. I’d never had a friend before. Cupcake . . . Cupcake was my friend.

The triage med-bay was the same kind I had at the roadhouse. I helped them with the settings on the med-bay and watched as the clear lid came down over her and the med-bay began assessing her and removing her armor piece by piece.

“Amos,” I said. “You stay with Anse and Cupcake. Keep everyone safe. Bengal, with me. We’ll take care of stopping the dark riders.”

Without taking his eyes off the cover that was blurring with meds and for privacy, Amos pulled a sheathed knife and extended it hilt first. “Kill one for me.”

I laughed and the sound was oddly like sobs. “Promise.” I took the hilt and stuck the blade into the weapon belt at my waist. “Do me a favor. Put my bike in the truck. I’m taking Cupcake’s weapon.”

Amos made a huffing sound. “Meatchopper ’em to hamburger and then feed ’em to the cats.”

Sounded like a good idea. Leaving the three and enough weapons to kill all attackers, I left the box truck and pressed the quad’s starter. We had changed out the biomarker starter for an older model start. The engine started up instantly. With the engine rumbling, I checked out the weapons and rearranged the tombstone boxes of ammo. I climbed into the driver’s seat and put the quad into gear. Overheated tires spun. I steered past the burning truck, seeing two bikes, also burning. Cupcake had taken down two riders, the driver, and the person riding shotgun. Four down. “That’s my girl,” I murmured.

Bengal’s bike rumbled next to my quad. I steered up the street, glad we had removed the speed governor. I got the quad up to thirty-nine kilometers. Too fast for the engine and the conditions. I glanced at Bengal. He still had his mega MPP on his bike, but he’d done something to the way it was attached to the bike’s frame. I grinned with understanding and a lot of relief. He could pick up the gun and the mounting and stick the base in a small hole in the ground. With his cybot arm, he could fire like a small tank. Taking recoil like it was nothing.

Returning my gaze to the road, I listened to comms. The sergeants had come under fire. They had chosen excellent firing positions, but no dark riders were down. The woman, call name CanCan, had taken two hits. She was bleeding out. Her co-sergeant was pinned down and couldn’t come to medical aid.

Jacopo said, “Have circled around. Mina fired and one fell. Five to go. I am approaching CanCan. Will stabilize and move into the field. Try not to shoot me. I don’t want to go by friendly fire.”

“Roger that,” I said. “Bengal and I are two clicks out.”

Mateo said, “I’m coming up the center of the road. Will concentrate fire to pin them down.”

“I’ll be a while with the sergeant,” Jacopo said. “She’s bad.”

“Firing,” Mateo said.

Comms muted out the sound waves of the weapons in his warbot arm until they sounded like pops.

“I missed the shooter pinning down the other sergeant,” Mina said. “I need you to take him out, Jacko. I’ll target the woman.”

“No,” Jacopo said shortly.

Mina laughed. It was a peculiar laugh that said she knew what he was thinking. That he assumed she’d let the woman die or simply kill her for taking up too much time and too many resources. Psycho laugh. “Whatever, brother,” the girl said. “Collect your pets if it makes you happy. I promise not to torture them.” But her tone said she was lying and she liked to hurt people. She called them pets. Bloody damn.

“I have her stabilized,” Jacopo said, “but she needs a med-bay ASAP.”

Jagger said, “Mina. I’m coming in from the street leading to Logan. Where’s the one you missed?”

Mina gave him directions. The man had run behind HQ.

“Providing cover,” Jacopo said. Muted pops of a long-range rifle came over comms. In the midst of it, we heard Mateo’s heavy weapons fire.

Mateo fired again. “Target wounded,” he said, “but not a lethal hit. He disappeared toward the street. They have triage capable armor similar to ours. He’ll be back fighting in seconds. I’m taking down a chain-link fence topped by razor wire to reach the front.”

The other sergeant said, “I have movement at the pawnshop. Targets acquired.” Shots sounded, the effects muffled by the comms system. A moment later, a lowkey explosion came over comms. “They were shielded. No shots landed. They just blew the front door.”

“Bengal and I will take the pawnshop,” I said. “Jagger, Mina, make sure the Hatfield house and occupants are okay. Mina, you will follow Jagger’s orders.”

“Somebody doesn’t trust me,” she sang, the melody a childhood taunt.

Blood froze in my veins. “You’re right. We don’t. Jolene, harden Mina’s armor.”

“Armor hardened.”

Mina was instantly screaming; curses as inventive as my father’s came through her mic. I didn’t laugh. Mina was on the edge of turning into a killing machine. Or, from her threat to Jacopo, maybe she had already fallen off the edge. She’d kill for fun now. Pets.

Bloody hells.

“Jolene, Turn off her mic,” I said. “Send a recording to her father of all this. Mina is his responsibility. But I don’t want her anywhere near me or mine again.”

“Roger that,” Jolene said, her CAIT voice grim.

As if he had my nanos—which he most certainly did not—Bengal and I slowed our vehicles at the same moment and stopped. He walked his bike under the cover of overgrown shrubs and what might have been a drought ravaged magnolia tree. I pulled in behind him. We met eyes, and he pointed to the back.

Before I could agree, something bumped my shoulder, and I jumped with a soft squeak.

Spy’s head was inches from my helmet when I turned. She said, “Mrow. Siss haah.” It was cat for, “We are dangerous invaders.” She looked at the front door to the pawnshop, hanging open to the night air. Flashes of lights danced around inside. The sound of breaking glass came through the busted door.

Bengal looked from me to the cat to the pawnshop and back to us with a hard frown on his full lips. “What?” he demanded.

“You want to go scout? Through the front?” I asked Spy.

“Hhhhah mmm.” She added, “Mrower. Mrow. Siss haah.”

It was the first time I’d heard the sounds used together. I pieced a meaning out of it. She agreed that going in the front was a good idea. She was demanding to be the dangerous invaders. “You want to go in the front alone.”

“Hhhhah mmm.”

“What the hell?” Bengal asked.

“You get hurt, I don’t have a cat friendly med-bay. You get killed and your qu—” I stopped before I said the word queen in front of Bengal, “—Tuffs will kill me in my sleep.”

“Heh,” Spy said, a breath of amusement. Without waiting for me to agree, she leaped off the quad and into the dark. I saw through Spy’s ESP and night-vision, the world lower, close to the ground, everything bright and greenish.

She entered the shop, the world both dark and too bright where the men’s headband lights flashed. She paused in the shadows. The men had broken the glass cases, and if Anse kept his diamonds in the cases and not in a safe, then they had been stolen. The two men had shoved aside the back wall to reveal the safe. They were setting explosives.

Mateo cursed. “Shining? The one I wounded has unlocked the container where the prisoners were being kept. Hell. He has weapons.”

Bengal laughed. “It’s on, baby.” To me he added, “You go play with the cat. Me and your boy Mateo’ll go kill some dark riders.”

“Don’t ruin that cybot arm,” I said. “It cost me an arm and a leg.”

Bengal hooted and adjusted his suit, lifted his massive weapon from its temporary mount, and set off at a dead run for the container, saying, “Mateo, open fire. I’m coming up on your five.”

“Roger that.”

For a half second the sound of Mateo’s weaponry on full auto slipped past the helmet’s sound protectors and blasted my ears. I hardened my suit against small arms fire, skirted behind the overgrown shrubs, and up to the pawnshop’s open door. I was leaving behind Cupcake’s Meatchopper and quad. I needed a guard dog. I laughed silently. The cats would eat it.

Boots crunching softly on shattered glass, I slipped into the shadows inside the broken mangled door and to the right, away from the windows. I had two blasters, an old nine mil S&W, and built into my armored sleeve, the new toy based on a .308 Winchester holding three rounds. The recoil, even with my suit auto adjusting to fire, would be brutal. And I’d be lucky not to shoot off my own hand.

I stopped in a deeper shadow, seeing both lights in one space, probably still at the safe. Spy, I thought. Where are you?

She slithered through shadows, up to me, and wound once around my feet. She sat and looked up at me as if to say, “What’s next?”

I thought about the safe. About what was in it that might be so important the dark riders would leave behind their own people to come here. They had to know by now that things had gone horribly wrong at the church.

“Well, well, well,” a voice with a heavy New York accent said from the front.

“Holy shit. No wonder the commander wanted the contents of the safe,” another man said.

“Incoming riders,” Jolene said. “Shining, Mateo, ARVAC cams show six riders in armor, all matching dark rider bikes and uniforms.”

My helmet was closed, the two men couldn’t hear me. “Their commander sent backup, like a second string, if the first string ran into trouble. What’s the ETA of the Logan militia and Anse’s people?”

“They’re leaving the site where Cupcake was hit, Shining Sugah. They can’t move fast. The roads will joggle the bed of the truck and therefore the med-bay.”

“Send an alert. Anyone not in that truck get here fast. Wait. Two outriders remain as escort,” I amended.

“Roger that.”

Stepping silently over and past Spy, I got a good look at the men. Helmets ratcheted back. No gloves. Shielding off. Weak points for weapons of all kinds. I tapped on my external helmet speakers and braced my Dragon Scale armor to anti-recoil. With the Winchester set to auto aim, I pulled my right hand back, open, and out of the way as if saying “hi” or “stop”.

I said, “Howdy boys.”

Both of them turned to me, reaching for weapons. My nanobots made it look as if they moved in slow motion. I opened fire with the nine mil. In the same moment, I fired the .308 Winchester. Even with anti-recoil activated it kicked my arm to the side, knocking my aim off.

Tall and Bronx-y fell, one hand and his mid-chest pierced by a single .308 round. The second shot went wild. Shorter guy scuttled away as I fired. He took at least one nine mil round to his right shoulder armor. The round didn’t damage him. However, he slipped on broken glass and his feet flew out from under him. His head slammed into the safe. He was out cold.

Bent double, I stepped over and ripped shorter guy’s weapons from him. Made sure he was out, but breathing. I needed him. Tall and Bronx-y was dead. Putting away my weapons, I bent low and checked for ID. Nada. I deactivated their armor and ripped open both men’s shirts to reveal the military and dragon tattoo. Black ops. Former military, for sure.

I shined a light into the safe. “Bloody blasted hell,” I whispered.

“Shining Sugah,” Jolene said, seeing what I was seeing. “Gomez is not a happy camper.”

Outside in the streets, Mateo and Bengal opened fire. I didn’t react, but my suit muted the gunfire and hardened against penetration by wayward shots.

There was a hat rack to the side of the safe with scarves, hats, and totes on it. I removed all the totes, most with dogs faces or sparkles or bright flowers on them, and knelt in front of the safe. Removed the equipment. Stuffed my findings into the totes. I took anything that looked like space or alien tech and a few things that didn’t.

Anse had a lot of explaining to do. Possibly so did Mateo. He and Jolene had worked awfully hard creating his cushy ride so he could join me.

Though I didn’t want to think of Mateo keeping secrets, as a spaceship captain he had no choice. The number and location of downed earth ships or Bug alien ships would be something he and Jolene would keep from me unless they had a real good reason to share. Exactly how many Bug alien spaceships had the USSS SunStar been facing when it went down? I realized I had no idea what had really happened in that last battle.

I reset my armor and picked up the shorter guy. Carried him toward the destroyed door.

The cats rushed in and started feasting on the dead guy, saying “Kkkkk.”

To cats, humans were servants or protein, nothing much else.

∆∆∆

Spangled totes hanging off my left arm and shoulder, I set my armor to assist weightbearing and hefted the shorter guy over my right shoulder, my arm around his butt to hold him in place. As if I carried one kilo instead of seventy or eighty, I jogged to Mateo and Bengal who were standing under the cover of the shrubbery where I’d hidden Cupcake’s Quadro and weapon.

Mentally, I checked in with my VP, finding her out cold. “Jolene. Cupcake?” I asked.

“She is undergoing surgery to repair broken bones and fix her lung.”

It was damage that would have taken her out had she not been mine. My stomach went sour at the thought of losing my friend. If I hadn’t transitioned her away from Warhammer’s control she would have died of her injuries or returned to the queen to die later. Either way Cupcake would now be dead. She never would have stuck around long enough to become a friend. Was her friendship dependent solely on the nanos tying us together? I had asked. She said no, that she was my friend because of who I was. But. Nanos.

I dumped the guy into the back of the quad, stripped him of anything resembling a tracker or hidden weapon. Secured him with heavy duty zips. Slinging the cute totes into the quad and securing them as well, I watched the last part of the battle in the street. We’d had eighteen dark riders to deal with instead of the expected twelve maximum. I counted ten down in the streets without searching the shadows. Mina had somehow overridden her armor-prison and was standing over a guy, staring into his face. She put a single shot into him. Stalked to another. Stared. Shot him.

“Jolene? Mina—”

“I got no idea how she did that, Sugah. Working to freeze her suit again.”

Mina was the best killing machine I had ever seen. With Jacopo beside her, the kid never missing a shot, they were unstoppable. But I watched Jacopo, as his sister finished off their enemies, his expression hard behind his helmet’s face shield. Sometimes the best killing machine wasn’t the wisest weapon. One day, Mina would kill Jacopo. From all the way across the intersection I could see that knowledge on his face.

Mina’s father had to put her some place safe. Or addict her to Devil Milk so she could be controlled. Or end her. I couldn’t imagine Marconi doing any of those things.

From up the road came sounds of vehicles. The diesel truck. An HD. The lights bounced down the road.

I glanced back at Mina. The girl was staring at me, her Italian black eyes considering. Wondering if she could take me. I stared back. Ready. I wasn’t human. I was faster than she was. She knew it. I was a challenge.

So maybe Marconi wouldn’t have to put his rabid child down. Maybe I’d have to.

Her hand twitched as if to draw her weapon.

Jacopo aimed his weapon at his sister’s head.

“Shining?” Mateo asked, his gravely metallic voice managing to sound shocked.

“I see it,” I said. Waiting.

Mina’s hands relaxed. Jacopo holstered his weapon and walked away at an angle that kept Mina in his peripheral vision.

“Jolene?” I asked on our private channel.

“Got her,” Jolene said.

Mina wasn’t fighting her hardened suit this time, but her eyes were still on me.

“You don’t happen to know where Marconi is, do you?” I asked, referring to Mina’s and Jacopo’s father.

“At his home.”

It wasn’t surprising that the AI knew that. She kept tabs on everyone.

“Did you send him video of Mina shooting the injured?”

Jolene was silent as the HD being ridden by Amos swung into view, the box truck behind it, both at a crawling pace, headlights illuminating the bodies and bikes in the street. Amos stared around the battle scene, his face hard, his beard flowing in the breeze created by his passage.

“Jolene?” I asked.

Softly, Jolene said, “Yes. I sent the video. Is this what it feels like when a human has a conundrum and all potential outcomes are horrible?”

“It’s called being between a rock and hard place.”

On the general channel I said, “Strip the bodies, remove any tracking devices from them and the bikes. My people will take half of the bikes, half the weapons, and the truck as our share. Anse. We need to talk.”

“My daughter needs me,” the militia leader said.

“Your daughter needs her mother,” I said, my voice like stone. “Jagger, bring him to HQ. Bengal, you’re in charge of cleanup and body disposal. Make sure we get our share of bikes and gear. Amos, keep an eye on Cupcake. Mina, Jacopo, take up positions in the crossroads and take out any late dark riders.” Enough of my enemies had gotten away to let the black ops group know they had been beaten and badly. The guy with the fake comms device would tell Jolene exactly where their headquarters were and give her total access to their communications and electronics before she destroyed the device with the tiny explosive charge we had placed inside it.

Soon we would know everything.

I didn’t want another fight, but history taught us that war never ended. I would protect my people, even the artificial intelligences among us, from all enemies.

∆∆∆

The cats were on the bar in HQ, eating a double portion of the diner’s fried fish, but positioned so they would miss nothing. Jagger stood in the corner, a potent threat. Anse was sitting at the main table, a glass of rye whiskey, neat, in front of him. I had a double shot glass of tequila. We all looked like hell, but Anse was cold eyed and steely, and with good reason.

In front of the militia leader were all the devices from the safe.

Anse tipped his glass to his mouth, swallowed, and pursed his lips as he studied the Bug alien devices.

I had said nothing. Not a word. I’d simply dumped out my findings, sat, and sipped. I let the silence build between us. Companionable. Just two compadres looking at the spoils of a war that had been ended by outside forces. The People’s Republic of China was an enemy we still fought because its bots were still active in a lot of cities, chewing up the rubble and making new bots. The alien Bugs? They had defeated us in space and on the ground, driving us back into the stone age in places.

I had a Bug ship. Did Anse?

As if with an effort of will, Anse tore his gaze from his most valuable gear and met my eyes. I had my glasses off, letting my orange irises hold his. We both sipped again. Studied each other.

“Eloise is . . . not okay,” he said. “But she will be. She’s safe now. I thank you.”

I inclined my head about a millimeter to show I’d heard.

“According to Beckett, the riders are part of a drugs, weapons, and human trafficking ring, located near Charlotte.” He slid the base of his glass in a small circle. “Army base is in Charlotte. Could be a coincidence.”

I tilted my head again.

Into my ear Jolene said, “Jagger ran an ID viber over all the dead and prisoners. None of them were in the system, except one woman, who was AWOL and listed as up for dishonorable discharge. Things are little different for the viber results on Beckett; he’s active military, but his sleeve is totally empty.”

He had been wiped. He was a deep plant, embedded with Devil Anse for years. That gave us two reasons why the dark riders had come back to Anse’s property—to retrieve Beckett, and the Bug gizmos. Anse had Beckett. I figured that info sealed Beckett’s fate. I had the guy who had tried to rob Anse’s safe. I wasn’t sure about his fate yet.

Jolene said, “I’m doing a deep dive on Beckett to see if I can find connections to the intel we took from Warhammer.”

“Hmmm,” I said. I was sure that all the evidence would point to a group with deeply entrenched military ties, ties to members of the Hand of the Law, and the Gov.

Unable to hear Jolene, Anse frowned at my “Hmmm.” “What do you want?” he asked.

I set my gaze back on him and asked, “Where’s the Bug ship?”

“Crashed into an old stone quarry north of here. Energy source exploded.” He put his rye down as if it had lost flavor. “Not much left of it. Rotating rings are crumpled. There’s a tech school in Tennessee that got started back up, maybe two years past. Not as sophisticated as before the war, but beginning to take hold. Has a metallurgy department. My people took them some of the unburned bits of metal to see if they could reproduce it.”

Jolene murmured, “Searching for the school. Will infiltrate their system and discover what they found.”

“And the Bug itself?” I asked Anse.

His mouth twisted. “Dead. Carapace cracked open. Leaking. We took what tech we could and left the dead and the burned stuff there.”

“And I’m guessing that Beckett showed up a few days after that.”

Anse scowled.

I told him what Jolene had discovered from the viber reading and added, “No such thing as secrets. One guy drinks a little too much, followed by pillow talk bragging, and your secret’s not a secret anymore. You had to know word got out about the ship and the dark riders want it.”

Anse didn’t reply.

“Did they ask for the comms you gave them or the Bug stuff?”

“Both.”

“I see. If they show back up, tell them Beckett is dead and that I took the Bug stuff. That’ll lead them away from you. Understand?”

“We still got a deal?”

I chuckled, the tone sour. “You mean because you didn’t tell me everything and tried to use me to get your girl back but keep all your goodies? What makes you think I’ve told you everything?” I stood and said, “You get your injured kid into the dark rider’s triage med bay when Cupcake is done. We’ll bring back what I said we would. We’ll take away what I said we would. Trading partners. Intel sharing. Help in times of trouble.”

“Mother Mary comfort me,” Anse muttered. I lowered my brows in confusion and he shook his head in a non-reply. “An old song.”

It meant nothing to me. Exhausted, not sure when the sun had set, I sought a place to sleep.

∆∆∆

After additional trading for vegetables, salt, and a small pre-war water purifier that ran on solar power, we packed to head out. We had accomplished a lot. We’d gotten Eloise back. Healed a dying kid in a functional med-bay. Killed bad guys. Sent a tracking device back with the remaining bad guys, though it had ended up in the middle of nowhere outside Charlotte, N.C.

And we had information. Jagger had questioned Beckett and my prisoner thoroughly and obtained enough intel to make sense of the location of the dark rider’s HQ, which was in an abandoned waterpark. We might have gotten more, but Mina had walked in and slit the man’s throat. I’d have to deal with Mina soon. Very soon. But that was another day’s worries.

We had also acquired new trading partners and extra shooters for the coming skirmish. All in all, pretty good. But a lot weighed on me. I was silent as we tooled out of Logan and headed toward our miner trading partners, and then home.

∆∆∆

Cupcake, looking pale but once again wearing her pink, was well enough to handle negotiations at the mine, as long as she stayed in the quad, sitting, her spangled legs propped up. We left food, salt, and the water purifier with the miners, along with a promise to return.

At the small diner, we divided up, Mina and Jacopo heading back Marconi’s base in Charleston, West Virginia. Marconi had received vid of his daughter. He knew he had to deal with the girl or the other clubs would. Or I would.

Bengal sped off, his unmuted war-bike roaring back to his territory.

Jagger settled in beside me in the diner, our backs to the wall, our upper arms touching. “Ask your questions,” he said.

I shrugged. “Why should I? You retired. You unretired. Your choice.”

“Wrong.”

“Not playing guessing games here, Asshole. You got something to tell me, then tell me.”

He chuckled, the vibration shaking me where our upper arms touched. “Most women like that game.”

I slid my 2 Gen glasses down my nose to the tip and my orange irises met his gaze above the rims. I didn’t speak.

“Point taken. You’re not most women. When we got back after the Battle of Warhammer’s Nest, I had a message waiting to meet McQuestion in Naoma. He has a guy in military intelligence who informed him that there had been a pulse of Bug energies from the general vicinity of the junkyard.”

I had used the Bug ship’s weapons and shield to fight off Warhammer the first time I met Jagger. Jolene and I had thought the satellites that monitored for such things had been below the horizon. Had we been wrong?

Jagger ordered more of the swill that passed for coffee here. The waiter-cook-kid on duty poured for us and slunk back behind the counter.

“I assumed he meant an energy pulse from when we were fighting off Warhammer that first day. But it wasn’t. It was comms. The Bug ship sent out a communication signal. We don’t know where it went or if any Bugs were in the vicinity to receive it. We don’t know if there might be a passive receiver satellite that would send it on to a passing Bug ship. Basically, we don’t know anything. But McQuestion offered me the chance to protect you and gather intel if I stayed in and worked both sides.”

“Unilateral decision, Asshole.”

“What?”

“It’s such a guy thing,” I grouched, sipping the vile brew. “You made a unilateral decision, all big strong macho man protecting the little lady, and you didn’t discuss it with me. You’re an asshole. Pure asshole.”

I felt his grin without looking at his profile.

“You have a Bug ship in the junkyard. Weapons. You have Jolene. You have a spaceship. You have power, Shining. You might have to use your power.”

“Might. Might not. Right now, I’m going to open the roadhouse, entertain bikers, have a little fun, and wait until Jolene has scraped every bit of intel off every server across the nation. And then I’ll go after the leaders of the dark riders and the traffickers.”

“And after that?”

“I’ll figure something out. Maybe track down the remaining Bugs on Earth. Have a chat with them. Maybe convince them to give us spaceships so we can get back to doing what humans were built to do. Explore.”

Jagger laughed and swore beneath his breath. “You don’t think small, do you?”

“I’m Little Girl, the only person to climb into a MamaBot, kill it, and make it out alive. I’m the prez of motorcycle club and roadhouse. Thinking small is stupid.”

Jagger held up his mug.

I clinked mine to his and stood. “Breakfast is on you.”

I walked out of the diner and straddled my bike. Pressed it on.

Life wasn’t easy. Probably wasn’t supposed to be easy. But it had its good moments.

Followed by my people, I roared away.




THE END
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