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    Chapter 1 

    We’d been driving since early morning, just before dawn, but Norfolk was just over ten hours from home, and since we had a whole caravan with us, we had to be extremely careful. If we ran into some NK troops it could be very bad. We had all our people and supplies with us, and we couldn’t afford to get caught up in a fire fight at the moment. There was enough ammunition and plasma liquid packed in our vehicles to level a five mile radius, and if just one thing exploded, we were all fucked. 

    We were about an hour out of Norfolk, and I couldn’t stop thinking about the destruction we’d passed on the way down. We’d avoided the main part of New York, but seeing the outskirts of the city was enough to put me on edge. 

    I couldn’t be sure what destruction was caused by the general terror and panic of the citizens once the EMP hit, or what had been caused by either the Canadians or now the North Koreans. Either way, it was awful to see. The city was virtually burnt to the ground. There wasn’t a single home or shop we’d passed by that didn’t have its windows busted out. A lot of them were literally burnt to the ground, just ashes, and the ones that weren’t were completely torn apart with nothing left inside. The city streets had been littered with trash and bodies, and though there weren’t many, I’d seen a couple bodies of NK soldiers.  

    Washington had been even worse. We’d gone through the city to see if we had some troops hiding out there, but all we’d found was more destruction. The city wasn’t burned down like the outskirts of New York had been, but it was ripped to pieces in every other way.  

    The houses were boarded up, but the windows were busted out, and it was clear the place had long been evacuated. The shops were ransacked to the point where there was nothing left. We drove by the White House and found the gate completely torn down. We hadn’t looked inside, but the front lawn had been indication enough of what had happened there. From what I could tell, the riots had begun just after the EMP hit. I saw homemade signs demanding the president do something, as well as rubber bullets on the ground along with some bodies. It was clear things had gotten out of hand, and from there the Canadians and North Koreans had taken over.  

    The front lawn was covered in signs and bodies, but the White House itself was no longer standing. It had been bombed by the NKs. I could tell from the remnants of what was left, the plasma weapons they used left a specific blast pattern and burn marks that were undeniable.  

    If they’d taken the White House, it was possible the president was no longer alive, but the chances of that were small. He’d probably been evacuated the minute things got out of hand. It was standard protocol for the president to be one of the designated survivors in a serious situation like we were in. I was fairly certain the president had been relocated to an undisclosed location, and he probably wouldn’t be coming back out again until this was all over. I doubted the troops we had left were even in contact with him.  

    The guy would wait for the troops to take back America, then he’d take over once more.  

    “How much longer?” Anna, my beautiful redheaded second in command asked from the passenger’s seat. She wore a black tank top, black leggings, and a pair of black running shoes. Her foot was propped up on the dash, and her long red hair was pulled back into a thick braid. A few flyaway strands flew in the breeze of her window and fluttered around her face. Her green eyes watched the road in front of us, and she chewed on her thumbnail absentmindedly. 

    “About an hour,” Paige answered. The brunette sat behind Anna and looked at the map in her lap. Her chestnut-brown hair was pulled up into a messy bun, her thick glasses sat atop her nose, and she wore a pair of ripped jeans, hiking boots, and a red T-shirt. The brunette had been wearing more athletic attire lately, but for this mission she’d opted to dress like her old self, and I had to admit, I kind of missed my nerdy girl in jeans and a T-shirt. 

    “Ugh, we’ve been driving forever,” Tara said with an eye roll. “Seeing all these destroyed towns is really depressing.” 

    The platinum-blonde stared out the window behind me and crossed her arms. She had on a pair of denim shorts, hiking boots, a white tank top that showed off her ample cleavage, and a black zip up hoodie. Her hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, and the shine on her plump lips shimmered in the dimming light of the evening. 

    “It is really sad seeing all the destruction,” Bailey said with a frown. My sweet hippie girl sat in the middle of the back seat. She had on a pair of black skinny jeans with hiking boots, a dark green hoodie, and a grey knit beanie. Her shoulder-length blonde hair poked out from under her hat, and she chewed her lip as she looked out the front windshield. 

    I usually would’ve split the girls up into two vehicles. Anna was my second in command, and typically she drove one jeep while I drove the other. Bailey often rode with the redhead while Tara and Paige opted to ride with me. Paige was our navigator, so I liked to have her in my jeep, but Tara always joined in simply so she didn’t have to ride with Anna. The two loved each other, but they bickered like sisters, and they liked to play up their fake disdain for one another. 

    [bookmark: _3znysh7]For this mission, though, I wanted us all together. We had nearly fifty people with us now, and it was nice to have the girls with me while the rest of our group followed. I knew if anything came up, the girls and I would be the first to see it, and we could handle whatever it was better than any of the civilians behind us.  

    I appreciated them volunteering to come with us and fight for our country, but the majority of them weren’t as strong in battle as the girls were. They would still do well, and I wouldn’t argue with having more troops in the fight against the NKs, but I trusted the girls above everyone. I’d personally trained them and gone into numerous battles with them. 

    I’d trained most of the civilians as well, but they hadn’t seen nearly as much battle time as the girls had. If we ran into some unwanted company, I wanted my girls with me above anyone else. 

    We were nearly to Norfolk now, the only problem was we weren’t sure where we were headed once we got there. We knew, based on the NK orders we’d intercepted, our troops were there, but we didn’t know where they were exactly.  

    We’d have to search the area and figure out where we needed to go. I doubted our troops would leave any sort of indication as to where they were. I was sure they were all that was left of our boys in the area, and I just hoped the NKs from Boston hadn’t gotten there first and surrounded our forces. 

    We’d left soon enough that I didn’t think we’d run into the NKs. Not yet, at least. If we beat them to Norfolk, then we might have a chance to take back America after all.  

    “Any more ideas where we might be headed?” I asked Paige. 

    “Not yet,” the brunette said, and she leaned in closer to the map on her lap. 

    “Shouldn’t we check the naval base first?” Bailey asked. 

    “That’s too obvious.” I shook my head. “They won’t be there. The NKs would have bombed it into oblivion.” 

    “I suppose it is obvious.” Bailey chewed her lip. “But where else would they be? Wherever they are, it needs to be well-fortified.” 

    “Not necessarily,” I said. “If our boys are trying to lay low then all they really need is a place to sleep and store things. The main goal would be to not let the NKs know where they’re at.”  

    “Should we check the base to see if there’s anything left at all?” Tara asked. “What if some badass stuff got left behind?” 

    “I don’t think that will be a problem.” I shook my head. “If our boys are around here, then they definitely took everything useful from the base. There would be no point in leaving it behind.” 

    “Alright,” Anna said. “So  if we’re not going to the base at all, then where are we headed?” 

    “I’m not entirely sure,” I said, and I pursed my lips. 

    “I still don’t see anywhere super promising on the map,” Paige informed me. “I’m not really sure which way to send us.” 

    “I say we just head into the city and go from there.” Anna shrugged. “We’ll find our troops eventually, or they’ll find us.” 

    “That’s a good point,” I said. 

    “What if they think we’re the enemy?” Bailey asked. 

    “I doubt that,” I said. “We don’t exactly look like NK soldiers.” 

    “True,” the blonde chuckled.  

    “They might think we’re just civilians passing through,” I said. “But they’d have no reason to hurt us.” 

    “Unless they’ve gone full dickhead like the National Guard did,” Tara pointed out with an eyebrow raise. 

    The platinum-blonde was right. We’d seen some messed up military groups since the EMP hit, and I couldn’t be certain the boys left in this area were any different. If they were, then God help them. A good majority of my team had been saved from corrupt military men using them as slaves of all kinds, and I doubted they would be too keen to see another group doing the same thing. I had a handle on my team, but if that was the case, we’d have to take this group out. I couldn’t have another troop of assholes running around, not when we had the NKs to worry about.  

    I hoped it wouldn't come to that, though. We had enough on our plates without having to worry about the American troops, too. The North Koreans were headed down to Norfolk to try and take out part of the little resistance we had left, and they needed to be my main focus. I didn’t know if there were other NK troops in the area already or not, but the orders we’d found were for the troops in Boston to ship out to Norfolk. There were a thousand men in Boston easily, and unless we had a matching force and matching weapons, we were screwed.  

    I needed to find whoever was in charge at Norfolk and see what they had going for them.  

    “I’m sure they know the North Koreans have planes,” Bailey said. “I bet they’re somewhere where they’re hidden from above.” 

    “Good point.” Tara nodded. “Like an old factory or something.” 

    “You think the planes have come looking for them already?” Paige asked with a frown. 

    “No telling if the troops from Boston know where they’re at exactly,” I said. “But they know they’re here, that’s enough. If they can’t find our boys, I wouldn’t put it past them to bomb every abandoned building in the area.” 

    “Or every building period,” Tara scoffed. 

    I took a deep breath to calm myself down. Tara was right. The NKs had enough firepower to level the whole city. I knew they wanted it for themselves, so that wasn’t their main goal. The main goal would be to take out the American troops, that way they could continue to make their way down to the Appalachians where our boys held off another group of theirs.  

    The NKs were planning to slowly eliminate every American troop they could, and once they did that, then the country would ultimately be theirs. I was sure they’d already taken the western and most of the central United States, but the east coast was hanging on by a thread.  

    That would be the thread I choked them with, though. 

     The sun was low in the horizon as we neared the city. We’d taken 295 down and gone around James River in the hopes of going undetected. The route we’d taken would bring us up from the south into Norfolk, but I didn’t want to risk going over the larger bridges that we would have to take to get there from the north. Whenever it came to bridges, things got tricky. Bridges were easy to secure, and even easier to ambush someone on, and I wasn’t going to be that person.  

    The smaller bridges I was less worried about, so we’d taken the way that was a bit longer, but it was safer. 

    As I got off the interstate near Norfolk State University, my heart sank. The city was completely destroyed.  

    Structures barely resembling buildings were all around us, and I wasn’t sure what to think. Had the citizens of Norfolk done this after the EMP hit? Was it the Candians when they’d come through? Or was it the NK troops that had been there before?  

    Probably all of them, but it was still an incredibly sad sight. The windows on every building were busted out, and some of them were crumbling from the top down. It seemed they’d been hit with some serious impact, and I wondered what exactly had caused such a dramatic situation. 

    Perhaps another NK troop had already been here, gone up against our boys, and lost. If that was the case it made sense that some of the buildings had huge holes blown in them. Our troops had probably used the largest weapons they had to take out the NK troops.  

    I looked to my right and saw a gas station. Or rather, what was left of one. The large sign out front was bent in half on the pole, and the gas pumps were nothing more than charred metal. Whatever had happened here, it had been bad. 

    “Jesus,” Paige breathed. 

    “Right,” Tara agreed. “I thought New York and Washington were the worst we’d seen, but this is just as bad.” 

    “Are we sure there are any survivors?” Bailey asked with a frown. “The place looks totally messed up.” 

    “The orders told the NK troops in Boston to move out to Norfolk,” Anna said. “They wouldn’t have done that unless there were American troops here.” 

    “Anna’s right.” I nodded. “There has to be a resistance somewhere.” 

    I sincerely hoped my redheaded second in command was, in fact, right. However, I was starting to grow unsure. When I looked around at the destroyed buildings and the huge cracks in the street, along with all the bodies, I wasn’t sure what we were going to find anymore. 

    Still, we had no choice. Even if the American troops were all gone, the NK army was headed here, so we knew exactly where they were going to be. We might have to take them out ourselves if it came to it, but we’d get America back if it was the last thing I did.  

    Paige navigated us through the city, and the further in we got, the worse the situation seemed to become. Rubble from buildings littered the road, there was a terrible stench from the rotten bodies on the ground, and there was blood, glass, and trash everywhere. 

    “This city is disgusting,” Tara sneered as we drove along. 

    “It’s not great,” Paige agreed with a grimace. “Some of these bodies must be fresh.” 

    “I saw a couple of NK soldiers a ways back,” Anna remarked. “They looked pretty fresh.” 

    “Gross.” Tara wrinkled her nose. 

    “But that means the American troops have got to be here somewhere,” Bailey said. “I haven’t seen any signs of them yet, though.” 

    “How could you with all this trash around?” Tara asked. “I mean, seriously. Pick up after yourselves, people.” 

    “Somehow, I doubt that’s their top priority at the moment,” I chuckled. 

    “Fair enough.” The platinum-blonde shrugged. “We’ll get it back to its former glory once this is all over.” 

    “Have you ever even been here before?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “No.” Tara shook her head. “But it’s got to have been better than this.” 

    “It was,” Paige agreed with a nod. 

    “Of course, you’ve been here.” Tara rolled her eyes. 

    “We came down for a school trip,” the brunette explained. “I’m surprised none of you went.” 

    “I went,” Bailey said quietly. 

    “You did?” Paige asked with wide eyes. 

    “Yeah, I think I sat behind you in the van,” she said. 

    “Van?” Tara asked. 

    “It was a pretty small group,” Paige said, then she turned back to Bailey. “I can’t believe I didn’t know you were there.” 

    “I never thought about it until just now.” The blonde-haired hippie shrugged. 

    “You two had a class together, and you didn’t even know it?” Anna chuckled. 

    “Well, I wasn’t actually in the class,” Paige said, and she looked down. 

    “What do you mean?” the redhead asked. “You went on the field trip?” 

    “Yeah.” The brunette shrugged. “I asked the professor if I could go.” 

    “Hold on,” Tara laughed. “You’re telling me you went on a field trip for a class you weren’t even in… for fun?” 

    “I never said it was for fun,” Paige said, and she crossed her arms. 

    “Why else would you go?” Anna chuckled. 

    “You totally went for fun,” Tara teased. 

    “To be fair, it was a pretty fun trip,” Bailey said with a smile. “We went to the botanical gardens and stayed the night.” 

    “That actually does sound kind of fun,” Anna said. “And that’s way less nerdy than I thought.” 

    “Right?” Tara chuckled. “I totally would have thought it’d be to go see some museum or something.” 

    “We went to the museum, too,” Bailey said. 

    “Shh!” Paige hissed and hit the blonde on the arm. 

    “Sorry,” Bailey chuckled. “I didn’t know it was a secret.” 

    “Called it,” Tara said, and she and Anna high fived. 

    “Whatever,” Paige laughed. “It was a fun trip.” 

    “The city was really nice,” Bailey added with a frown. 

    “Not anymore,” Tara muttered as she looked around. “Maybe one day.” 

    Suddenly, the radio Kimmy fixed for us crackled.  

    “Hello?” Jeff, one of the civilians who’d chosen to come with us, asked. 

    “Hey, Jeff,” Paige said as she picked up the walkie talkie. 

    “We were just seeing if we knew where we were headed,” he said. 

    “Not quite yet,” the brunette said with a shake of her head. “We’re looking for any signs of our troops.” 

    “Keep your eyes peeled,” I said, and Paige held the radio up so he could hear me. 

    “Roger that,” Jeff replied, and the radio went quiet. 

    “Kimmy really is amazing for that,” Tara said. 

    “Yeah, I’m glad she stayed behind,” Bailey said. “Not because I don’t want her here, but I just want her and Anthony to be safe. Knowing they’re back home waiting for us makes me happy.” 

    The sweet hippie girl smiled at me in the rearview mirror, and I couldn’t help but smile back. 

    “It makes me happy, too,” I told her.  

    It had been bittersweet leaving Kimmy behind, but I knew she had to take care of her son. He’d called me Dada just before we left, which gave me all the more reason to make it back to them in one piece. I had started to think of the boy as mine long ago, and I was ready to do whatever was necessary to get our country back and keep him and my women safe. 

    The further we drove into the city, the worse the destruction got. It looked like a scene out of a movie where the earth was invaded by aliens, and they’d flown around and destroyed the city as people panicked and ran around like chickens with their heads cut off. That's what I imagined happened when I saw how terribly fucked up the place was. Buildings with holes in the sides of them, basically torn down. Every single home, store, and everything in between was ransacked beyond recognition. The whole city had a sort of dingy gray and black color to it from the crumbling buildings. The signs had faded from the rain and snow and all their color was long gone.  

    I scanned the area to see if I could find any signs of someone living there, but I saw nothing. The place was a ghost town, and just driving through it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.  

    We made our way over to the military circle first, but it was just as destroyed as everywhere else in town. We also tried the airport but found nothing.  

    There were no signs of our boys, or anyone else for that matter. The entire area seemed too silent, and as we drove further north in the city, I couldn’t help but feel something was out of place. I was missing something, I just wasn’t sure what. 

    “We could head to Hampton,” Paige suggested. “I know you didn’t want to have to cross the big bridge there, but the troops could have moved over there. It would be easier to control who could get in if they have the bridge blocked.” 

    “True,” I agreed. “But that means we have to cross the bridge ourselves.” 

    “Right.” Paige chewed on her lip.  

    “Can we get a vantage point to see?” Bailey asked. 

    “I’m afraid not.” I shook my head. “I doubt we’ll be able to see across the whole bridge.” 

    “We have plenty of firepower,” Anna pointed out. “We’ll be prepared for whatever happens.” 

    I thought about our options for a second. We could continue to try and look around Norfolk, but something told me there was nothing there. Hampton was probably our best bet. Paige was right, it would be easy for the troops to control the flow of people if they had the bridges secured. The only way over to Hampton from Norfolk was by bridge, so no NK troops coming from the south would be able to get to them without being seen. 

    That meant we wouldn’t, either.  

    If we went across the bridge and the troops were over there, then they’d see us coming. We would only fire in defense, but I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. I also hoped whoever saw us coming wasn’t a complete idiot. It was clear we weren’t with the enemy, though we did have enemy weapons on us. Anna was right, though, whatever they threw at us, we’d be ready. All I needed to do was speak to whoever was in charge, then we could get down to business.  

    Hampton seemed like our best bet.  

    “Let’s go to Hampton.” I nodded. 

    “Alright,” Paige said. “Keep going north.” 

    “I’m pretty sure it’s ‘The Hamptons’,” Tara said nonchalantly. 

    Paige caught my eye in the rearview mirror, and the brunette tried to stifle a laugh by covering her mouth with her hand.  

    “You can’t be serious,” Anna laughed. 

    “I wasn’t going to say anything,” Paige giggled, and she put both her hands over her face and started to laugh uncontrollably. 

    “What?” Tara asked, and she looked at Paige with furrowed eyebrows. 

    “We’re nowhere near the Hamptons,” Anna said with a shake of her head. 

    “Paige just said we were headed to the Hamptons,” Tara scoffed. 

    “No.” Bailey shook her head. “She said we’re going to Hampton. No ‘the’, and no ‘s’ at the end. Just Hampton.” 

    “Oh.” Tara blinked. 

    Paige busted up laughing all over again, and I had to try and stifle my own laugh in response.  

    “Of course the only Hampton you’ve heard of is ‘The Hamptons’,” Anna chuckled and rolled her eyes. “I bet you spent summer vacations there every year.” 

    “Oh, no.” Tara wrinkled her nose. “Only for Labor Day. I spent summer vacay in Cabo or Saint Tropez.” 

    “France?” Paige asked, and her jaw dropped. 

    “Yeah,” the platinum-blonde confirmed. “But that was mostly when I was younger. My dad thought it would, like, give me culture or something. But as soon as I got to pick it was totally Cabo.” 

    “Can we just push her out of the jeep?” Paige asked with a straight face.  

    “You’re just jealous,” Tara said, and she stuck out her tongue at the brunette. 

    “Duh!” Paige laughed and leaned over to playfully shove Tara. 

    “Hey, now,” I chuckled. “We can’t push her out. Not yet anyway. Wait until we’re out of enemy territory.” 

    “Tav!” Tara giggled and reached up and slapped my shoulder. 

    “You’re lucky this time,” Paige told the platinum-blonde with narrowed eyes. 

    “Try me,” Tara replied, and she narrowed her eyes, too.  

    “Is this technically enemy territory?” Anna asked, and she looked at me sideways. 

    “The enemy is heading this way,” I said. “It will be soon enough.” 

    “Alright,” the redhead said. “I guess Tara’s off the hook. For now.” 

    “You bitches have no idea who you’re messing with,” the platinum-blonde said. 

    “Hm, is it the same girl who slept with her phone every night for a month even after it clearly didn’t work?” Anna asked with a smirk and a raised eyebrow. 

    “I thought the power might come back on,” Tara said through gritted teeth.  

    “Turn right here!” Paige exclaimed, and she pointed ahead.  

    We were all quiet and focused after Paige’s outburst. The bridge was just ahead of us, and everyone knew it was time to get back on track.  

    As much as I loved the girls’ playful chatter, when it was go time they didn’t have a problem focusing on the task at hand.  

    “I want everyone’s weapons out,” I said. “You don’t need to have it up, but have it ready.” 

    “Alright.” Paige nodded. “We should tell the others.” 

    “Good idea,” I agreed. “Let Jeff know and tell him to pass on the signal.” 

    “Jeff, come in,” Paige said as she held the walkie talkie up to her mouth. 

    The brunette explained the protocol for the situation while I surveyed the area ahead of us. I could see a little ways down the bridge, and I didn’t see any blockades, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. 

    There could easily be a block further down, or even somewhere near the end on the other side.  

    I held my laser gun in my right hand and steered the jeep with my left. The gun sat just between my legs, but my finger was on the trigger, ready to go. I didn’t want to shoot anyone on our side, but we were headed into the unknown.  

    There was no telling if our troops would be in Hampton, or if we’d find the enemy there. Or possibly nobody at all.  

    Whatever the outcome, I wanted my team prepared. We would shoot to defend ourselves, but we weren’t trying to attack our troops, especially since it was such a stressful situation already. I didn’t want them to think we were there to do anything but assist them. The last thing I needed to do was piss them off right away, though I doubted they would turn down any help at this point. 

    I pulled up to the bridge and stopped the jeep. The caravan behind me stopped as well, and I scanned the area. 

    “What’s going on?” Tara whispered. “Why aren’t we moving?” 

    “Tav?” Anna asked, and she looked at me with concern. “Are you okay?” 

    The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I knew something was wrong. 

    “Someone’s here,” I said. 

    “What?” Paige asked, and she started to look around. 

    The word had barely left the brunette’s mouth when the familiar sound of footsteps filled my ears. Men in full camo gear swarmed out from under the bridge where the beach was and ran up to our caravan. 

    In the blink of an eye our jeep was surrounded, and there was an M9 pistol pointed right at my head through the glass.  

    My own weapon was held up at the ready as well, and I glanced in my rearview to see all the girls had theirs out, too.  

    It looked like we’d found our troops.  

    

  


   
    [bookmark: _2et92p0]Chapter 2 

    “Get out of the fucking car!” the man with his pistol in my face yelled. He had short brown hair, deep brown eyes, and a mean five o clock shadow going on. He was tall and thin, but muscular, and he stared at me with a cold and steady gaze.  

    “Whoa, there,” I said, and I leveled my plasma gun at him. “I don’t want to use this. We’re on your side here.” 

    “If you’re on my side, then you’ll get out of the fucking car,” the guy said, and he tapped his pistol against the glass.  

    I looked into the man’s deep brown eyes and saw his sheer frustration and fear. He’d clearly seen a lot, and since he appeared to be in charge here, I wasn’t going to risk pissing him off any more than I already had. I needed to talk to him, which meant I couldn’t shoot him, no matter how much I might like to at the moment. 

    “Are you the American resistance?” I asked slowly without lowering my weapon at all. 

    “Who the hell are you?” the soldier sneered. 

    “I’m the guy who’s here to volunteer to help,” I said, and his response had told me all I needed to know. I’d only asked as a formality, but this guy was obviously in no mood for such niceties. Still, I needed to be cool. If we all shot each other, then we’d lose the fight against the NKs before it truly began.  

    “Look around,” I said clearly and slowly. “My team is here to volunteer.” 

    “Who the fuck are you?” the guy sneered.  

    “Connor Tavish,” I answered as I raised my jaw slightly. “I served with the 3rd Battalion, 75th Rangers out of Fort Benning, and I’m here to volunteer once again for my country.” 

    The man’s eyes widened for a second before they narrowed in on mine. 

    “You’re a Ranger?” he asked, and his head tilted back slightly. 

    “I am,” I answered with a small, curt nod. 

    “And… this is your team?” the guy asked as he leaned to the side to look at the girls in the jeep. 

    “Hey, pal,” Tara said from the back seat. “Watch it. You don’t wanna get your ass beat by someone wearing lipstick. Your buds won’t let you ever live it down.”  

    “Feisty,” the dark-haired man said with a slight chuckle before he turned back to me. “Where are you coming from, Ranger?” 

    “Everyone calls me Tav,” I said. “We’re coming from Vermont.” 

    “And how did you know where we were?” the guy asked, and I saw his eyes narrow on me even more. 

    That was the real question he’d wanted to ask. I was a Ranger, and I could tell at the moment he was torn between wanting to show me some respect, and wanting to rip my head off since he knew nobody had called me for help. I wasn’t sure our men had any working radios at the moment.  

    “We intercepted orders by the NKs,” I said. “They were in the glove box of one of the vehicles we took out.” 

    “You speak Korean?” the dark-haired man asked me. 

    “Actually, only part of it was in Korean,” Paige said from the back seat. “The orders were coded, so we had to translate and also figure out the code.” 

    “Right.” The guy nodded.  

    Paige’s outburst seemed to have helped us. The soldier clearly had experience with NK orders, and he seemed to believe us. 

    “I’m going to get out of the jeep now so we can talk,” I said calmly. 

    “Alright,” the soldier said, and he licked his lips and took a step back. 

    He didn’t lower his weapon, so I didn’t lower mine. I knew it was up to me to calm this situation down. This guy seemed to believe what we had said, but he still didn’t fully trust us. He didn't have a lot of reason to, and I couldn’t blame him for being cautious, but the sooner he led us to their base of operations, the sooner we could get a plan underway. Arguing was only wasting time, and we didn’t have a lot of that left until the NK army showed up. 

    “Tell your men to put their weapons down,” I said.  

    “And why in the hell would I do that?” the guy asked. “I’m still not sure I trust you. That plasma gun in your hand looks awfully familiar.” 

    “You and I both know this was stolen from the enemy,” I said. “I’m sure you all have some, too. The longer we spend here arguing, the less time we have to prepare for the NKs.” 

    “What do you mean, prepare for them?” the soldier asked, and I could tell I’d piqued his interest. 

    “Let’s put our weapons away first,” I said. “Then we can talk.” 

    The guy leveled his gaze at me, took a deep breath, sighed, and nodded to his men. They all lowered their weapons at the same time as my own crew lowered theirs.  

    “So, Tav,” the man said as he holstered his pistol. “What’s this about preparing for the NKs?” 

    “The orders we found detailed part of their plan,” I explained. 

    “And what part would that be?” he asked. 

    “The part where they come down here to take you all out,” I said seriously.  

    The smug look on the guy’s face disappeared just a tiny bit, and I knew I really had his attention then. This asshole was irritating the piss out of me, but I had expected nothing less. I knew whoever we found was going to be difficult to deal with. It was never an easy thing to accept new teammates, especially so late in the game. This guy wasn’t sure he could trust us yet, and honestly, he only had my word to go off of, so I couldn’t blame him for being skeptical. 

    Still, I had to make sure I remained calm as I spoke to him. It would look better for my team if we came in with level heads. I didn’t want anyone to think we would be more trouble than we were worth. 

    “We came to warn you,” I said, my voice a bit softer then. “And to volunteer to help. As you can see, we’ve managed to get some of the enemy weapons. We figured they could be of some help in the upcoming battle.” 

    “I see that.” The soldier nodded as he looked back at the caravan behind the jeep.  

    The man pushed his hand through his hair and let out a deep sigh before he lifted his head so his dark eyes met my own. 

    “Sorry about that, Ranger,” he said. “It’s been a long time since we’ve come into contact with anyone who showed up to help.” 

    “I don’t doubt that, soldier,” I said with a nod. “No apology needed.” 

    “Hammer, and it’s ‘sailor’ actually,” the guy said, and he held his hand out to me. “Navy SEAL.” 

    “Hammer?” I asked, and I cocked my eyebrows up as I reached out and shook the guy’s hand. 

    “Real name’s Nathan,” he said with a shrug. “But everyone calls me Hammer.” 

    “I get it.” I half smiled with amusement.  

    “It looks like you brought quite a group with you,” he remarked as he looked at the vehicles behind us. 

    “About fifty men.” I nodded. “And plenty of weapons for everyone.” 

    “We’ll take whatever we can get,” Hammer sighed, and for the first time in our interaction, I could see the tiredness in his eyes. I’d known plenty of SEALs, and those guys never got tired, so I guessed Hammer really needed our help.  

    “I’m guessing it’s been pretty rough out here,” I commented. “We drove through the city.” 

    “You can say that again.” He pushed his hand through his hair again. “We’ve lost a lot of good men.” 

    “You’re holed up in Hampton?” I asked. 

    “Yorktown,” he corrected, then he looked out at my group. “We should take you to the Captain.” 

    “Captain?” I asked, and my eyebrows furrowed at his use of the word.  

    “You heard right.” Hammer nodded, then he turned and waved his hand. “Follow us.” 

    I hopped back in the jeep and waited as the men retreated back under the bridge. A moment later, Hammer and a couple other guys came back up in an old beat up truck. The vehicle had seen better days, and it reminded me of the truck the doomsday preppers drove. It was painted a deep blue with a silver stripe down the side, but the paint was chipped, and it looked like it’d been used by an old landscaping company or something. A faded logo adorned the side. 

    The men took off down the bridge, and I started the jeep up and followed them. 

    “What did he say?” Anna asked once we got moving. “I couldn’t really hear.” 

    “Yeah,” Paige said. “Is he taking us to whoever’s in charge.” 

    “That’s what he said.” I nodded. “We’re going to the Captain.” 

    “Hey,” Tara said with a smile. “That’s what we call you.” 

    “So, they’re Navy guys?” Paige asked. 

    “Yes,” I agreed.  

    “Captains are from the Navy?” Tara asked. “Are they farthest up on the social ladder?” 

    “It’s not a social ladder,” Paige said. “It’s a ranking system.” 

    “Whatev.” The platinum-blonde rolled her eyes. “Are they the highest?” 

    “He must be the highest ranking man here,” I said. “But no, Captains aren’t the highest rank in the Navy.” 

    “They’re not?” Tara asked with wide eyes. “If he’s not the highest ranking officer, then why are we going to talk to him? Where’s the boss?” 

    “He is the boss right now,” I explained. “Admirals outrank Captains, but there aren’t any Admirals here. If there were, then they’d be in charge. The Captain is the highest ranking officer here, which puts him in charge.” 

    Sometimes I forgot that even though the girls were trained in combat and military maneuvers, they still didn’t know a lot about the military in general. They didn’t really have a need to understand the ranking system or anything like that until now. With the way the world was at the moment, it wasn’t something that we saw every day.  

    The girls had dealt with the National Guard guys, but not many other military men aside from that. This would be one of their first interactions with the American military. At least this time I didn’t think it was full of assholes treating civilians like slaves.  

    “So, if an Admiral showed up, then he’d automatically be in charge?” Tara asked. 

    “Technically, yes.” I nodded. 

    “Or anybody who outranked a captain and has orders to be there,” Paige added. “It doesn’t have to be an admiral.” 

    “Do you outrank the captain?” Tara asked, and her head cocked to the side slightly. 

    “Not exactly.” I shook my head. 

    “What do you mean?” Paige asked. “Isn’t it cut and dry?” 

    “It is,” I said. “But Rangers are a little different. I was a Sergeant Major in the Army before I became a Ranger. Once you’re a Ranger, though, your other rank doesn’t really matter as much. Rangers get a lot of respect because we’re considered special forces.” 

    “Yeah, you are,” Tara said, and she wiggled her eyebrows at me in the rearview mirror. 

    “Anyway,” I chuckled and rolled my eyes. “The Captain here is a commissioned officer, so he’s technically a higher rank than I was, but I’ll still have some extra respect because of my Ranger status.” 

    “Aren’t we technically Vermont militia now?” Paige said and referenced our Green Mountain Boys flag. “Can’t you give yourself whatever rank you want within the militia?” 

    “Sure, but now that we’re talking about militia, the grey area gets even more… grey,” I laughed. “Technically speaking, we’re not really allowed to operate outside of Vermont without orders. We’re going to tread carefully.” 

    “Ugh, we get it, you’re gonna be nice to this captain guy and not take his title away,” Tara said, and she leaned back in her seat and smiled. 

    “Not yet, anyway,” I laughed and winked at the platinum-blonde. 

    It’s true, I would have preferred to have had a higher-ranking officer to speak to, but the Captain would have to do. Besides, if he was running the area he must be doing something right. I wasn’t sure what, but at least there were still men alive in the face of overwhelming opposition. That was a start. 

    I hadn’t seen their base yet, though, so I’d wait to make my judgement until after I saw what he had going on. I doubted this guy had signed up for this position, either. Nobody ever thought they’d end up being the one in charge in an emergency situation. I certainly hadn’t, but here I was, and while my team was small, they were mine. I knew my group would only listen to me, and since we had such a large number of men, this Captain would have no choice but to listen to me. He needed our help, that much I could tell already, and my team would listen to me, not him. The two of us would have to get along for this work. 

    Our main priority needed to be blocking the NK troops’ attack, nothing else. At this point, I didn’t care if the guy was a Captain, Admiral, or the damn General of the Army. As long as he was capable and intelligent, we’d be able to make it work. 

    I’d made sure to bring all the plasma weapons we had, which was a couple dozen extra, so his men could at least get some practice with them if they didn’t have any of their own. I’d make sure we got them some once we took out a few NK soldiers, though.  

    I’d always loved my pistols and rifles, but these plasma guns were fun and deadly, and my handheld plasma gun had become my go-to pistol. The NK troops had such powerful weapons that we needed to be on their level or there was no hope for us.  

    The plasma tankers we’d brought would most likely be our greatest asset. None of the men who’d stormed the jeeps had plasma weapons, so I doubted they’d been able to collect any other type of plasma weapons, either. The tankers would give us the ability to take out entire troops in one go if we used it right, we just had to come up with a plan first. 

    I followed Hammer across the bridge and into Hampton. The city was just as destroyed as Norfolk was, all the shops and houses had been completely ransacked. There was garbage and bodies on the road, and the area was clearly abandoned. With our troops hanging around, I doubted there were any civilians left in the area.  

     We were all quiet as we sped through the city and finally neared the beach where Yorktown was. The closer we got to Yorktown, the less of a city it seemed we were in. Forest surrounded us on one side, and the terrible views of the city were behind us. There were less bodies around, and the area seemed far cleaner than the surrounding cities.  

    Hammer led us past what Paige informed us was a National Park and into the actual city of Yorktown. He pulled up to a building that looked to be an old factory of some sort.  

    “This isn’t a very large building,” Paige said, and she bit her lip.  

    “No, it’s not,” I agreed as I pulled up behind Hammer and turned the jeep off. 

    Even in the twilight I could tell the building wasn’t large. It was a brick building, and while it was a good size for what it was, it was far too small for a substantial fighting force to fit in. I wasn’t feeling too hopeful about what the American troops looked like right then. There might be even less of them than I thought. 

    I glanced around but didn’t see any other vehicles around. Either they didn’t have any others, or they were hidden somewhere. I hoped it was the latter, but I worried it was actually the former.  

    “This way,” Hammer said as he stepped out of the truck and waved us toward the door. 

    “You all stay here for the moment,” I told Jeff and Ben as they came up next to me. “The girls and I will check out inside and be right back.” 

    “We’re on it,” Ben said with a nod. The ex Air Force pilot knew I wasn’t posting him out here for nothing. As much as Hammer and his men didn’t trust us, we didn’t have a lot of reason to trust them at the moment, either. I wasn’t about to leave all of our supplies unguarded. 

    I nodded to the pilot again, then I waved to the girls to come with me as we walked toward the entrance of the brick building.  

    The entrance was covered with a brick awning of sorts, but once we got near the door I could see there were guards posted just outside. 

    “Lieutenant,” one of them said as they looked around him and made eye contact with me. “What’s going on?” 

    “This is Ranger Connor Tavish,” Hammer introduced me. 

    “Good to meet you,” I said with a nod. 

    The man was shorter than Hammer, but just barely, and what he lacked in height he made up for in muscle. The guy was huge, with thick arms and legs, and a boxy torso. He wore a dirty gray shirt and navy-blue camo pants, his blond hair was cut short, and he had blue eyes with large purple bags under them from lack of sleep. He had an M9 on his hip, as well as a large serrated hunting knife. I figured he was a SEAL as well, and Hammer was clearly his superior.  

    Hammer hadn’t introduced himself as a Lieutenant, which I admired. I always hated the ranking system. Actually, I didn’t mind that so much as I disliked when assholes would act as though they were better than everyone else because they were a rank or two above. Some people were incredible assholes, but it was like that everywhere, not just the military. There were always those guys who strived to get to the top only so they could look down on everyone below them. It was nice to see Hammer wasn’t one of them.  

    “Ranger,” the man said with a respectful nod, then he stepped to the side and opened the door for us. 

    “Thank you,” I told him as I stepped through the doorway after Hammer. 

    Once we were inside the building, I took a quick look around. It seemed it was an old soda factory, or something of the like. There was an assembly line that ran through the middle of the huge open room, but it obviously hadn’t been used even before the EMP hit. The thing was run down and practically falling apart.  

    On the wall to my right there was a large stack of boxes, and I could see they were full of food and water. They’d obviously been the ones who ransacked the towns nearby and took everything they could. It was a decent stockpile even if they had five-hundred or so men, which I doubted. 

    I looked around and saw some men here or there. There were a few in sleeping bags lined up against the wall to my left. They must have been the night crew.  

    There were also a few tables set up across the room from us, and several men sat over there playing cards.  

    None of the men looked too worse for wear upon first glance, but the closer I looked, the more I realized how bad it was. They had food and water, but under their eyes were large bags that showed me just how sleep deprived they were. If they were the only forces in the area then it was no wonder nobody was getting enough sleep. They were probably keeping tabs on all the bridges that led into this area, as well as the main roads in case there were NK soldiers already in the city. Not to mention they would have several men on guard around the base at all times. 

    They were sleep deprived alright, but they didn’t seem stupid. It appeared they had things somewhat under control, or at the very least they were organized enough to keep an eye on everything around them. It didn’t appear they were doing much aside from that, but I hadn’t spoken with the Captain yet, so I’d wait to make my judgements until after that.  

    “This way,” Hammer said, and he waved his hand for me to follow him.  

    There was an old black metal staircase in the top right corner of the room, and he led us over to it and climbed up. The thing was rickety, and it creaked under the stress of our weight. I wasn’t sure it would hold up, but I had to trust Hammer knew what he was doing. I doubted he’d bring us up here if he knew the stairs were about to collapse. 

    “Have you all had trouble with the MIGs?” I asked as we ascended the stairs. 

    “They took over the airfield at Virginia Beach,” Hammer answered. “But we ran an op to take them out. We lost a few good men, but at least they don’t have air superiority here anymore.” 

    “I’m sorry,” I told him. 

    “You know how it goes, Ranger,” he replied with a small smile, then he kept going up the stairs.  

    At the top of the staircase was a manager’s office, and a landing that stretched down the entire length of the factory. The walls of the officer were brick, and they’d clearly been part of the original building. The door was new, though. It was wooden with a large window on the top half, and the word ‘Manager’ etched in gold on the window. 

    “Captain,” Hammer said as he rapped on the door. “There’s someone here to see you.” 

    “To see me?” I heard a man say, and a second later the door opened. “What in the hell?” 

    In the doorway was a tall, but pudgy, man with wide set eyes and a balding head. He had on a pair of blue camo pants and a white T-shirt with a set of dog tags around his neck.  

    The man’s brow furrowed when he looked at me, and his eyes widened with surprise when he noticed the girls behind me.  

    “You must be the Captain,” I said. “Ranger Connor Tavish reporting.” 

    “How did you find us?” the Captain asked, and his eyes narrowed on me with suspicion. 

    “As I told your Lieutenant here,” I said with a gesture at Hammer. “We found NK orders detailing their intention to head to Norfolk from their landing zone in Boston. We knew there had to be American troops here somewhere, and we ran into your guards as we got to the bridge.” 

    “Oh,” he said with a nod. “Uh, good. That means the bridge detail is working.” 

    “It appears that way,” I said with a slow nod. I felt my eyebrows pull together as I looked the man in front of me up and down. He didn’t seem to be completely put together. Something about his demeanor told me he wasn’t exactly thrilled to be in charge.  

    “May my team and I step into your office?” I asked. “We’d like to trade information and start to formulate a counter attack against the NK troops.” 

    “Your team?” he asked, and his eyebrows flew up to his forehead as he gestured at the girls. “This is your team?” 

    “It is.” I nodded. 

    “I thought I’d seen everything by now,” the guy muttered, then he sighed, stepped to the side, and gestured for us to come inside. Hammer nodded to the Captain and then headed back down the stairs.  

    The office was small, and it was obviously the Captain’s quarters as well. There was a small cot set up in the corner with a blanket thrown over top of it, and a notebook laid out next to it. 

    A large wooden desk took up a majority of the left wall, and there were a couple of chairs in front of it.  

    Tara immediately walked over and plopped down in the dingy green armchair. The platinum-blonde looked around, and her face reflected exactly how unimpressed she was with the Captain’s office.  

    “So, Captain…” I paused for a second. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.” 

    “Captain Jim Dowerdy,” he said. “You’re Tav, but who are your friends?” 

    He looked at Tara as he said that, and I couldn’t help but smile a bit at his perplexed look. Tara had already made herself at home, and her nonchalant attitude was obviously something the Captain hadn’t seen for a while. 

    “That’s Tara,” I said, and the platinum-blonde gave a slight nod at the man. 

    “I’m Paige,” the brunette said, and she held her hand out for the Captain to shake. 

    “Right,” Captain Dowerdy said, but his brow furrowed as he reached out to shake Paige’s hand. 

    “Anna,” the redhead said, and she followed Paige’s lead and shoved her hand out. 

    “Anna,” the Captain repeated, and he seemed to get more confused with each girl who introduced herself. 

    “I’m Bailey,” the blonde hippie said with a small wave. 

    “Its… well, I’d say it’s great to meet all of you, but honestly, it’s strange to meet you all,” the Captain said, and he started to walk around the room absentmindedly looking for something. “We haven’t had any new troops show up in ages and now here you are. I’m just not sure what we’re going to do with you.” 

    “Do with us?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “I mean, where I’m going to post you,” he said, and he looked up for a brief second before he continued to walk around half muttering as he spoke. “We already have the SEALS on the bridges, and everyone else is keeping an eye on the cities and standing guard. Plus, now we’ll need more supplies.” 

    “We brought our own supplies, Captain,” I said. 

    “Oh, you did?” he asked, and he looked up and blinked at me. 

    The Captain had the largest bags of all under his eyes, and he was very clearly in over his head. He seemed frazzled just by our arrival, and I couldn’t imagine how he’d been throughout this entire process. Still, he was the man in charge, and I was going to have to treat him as such, at least for the time being. The men here obviously respected him, and I wasn’t about to cause problems when we’d only just arrived.  

    “We did.” I nodded. “We don’t need anything from you, we only came to volunteer to help. We want to take our country back.” 

    “Wouldn’t we all,” he half chuckled, half sighed.  

    “We brought plasma weapons,” I informed him. “We also have a couple of small tanks filled with the plasma liquid.” 

    “I’m sorry, what?” the Captain asked, though he seemed to have heard me just fine. “How did you manage to get those?” 

    “We took out a few of their vehicles with them attached to the top,” I explained. “We were able to remove the tanks. Have you not seen any soldiers around here?” 

    “There are some foot soldiers.” He nodded at me. “But no vehicles like that.” 

    “That’s probably a good thing,” Paige said, and the Captain looked at her with more confusion. “The soldiers around here may not have the same supplies as the ones in Boston.” 

    “You all were in Boston?” the captain asked. 

    “We were,” I agreed. “We came down here to warn you the NK troops are headed your way.” 

    “You said you found a note about this?” he asked. 

    “Some orders,” I explained.  

    “Yes,” Paige said, and she pulled the paper from her bag and handed it to the Captain. “Another one of my teammates and I deciphered it.” 

    “Another one?” the Captain asked, and he looked around at the five of us. “How many of you are there?”  

    “Fifty-three total,” Paige said.  

    “That’s everyone who came with us.” Bailey nodded. 

    “You left others behind?” he asked. 

    “Mostly older people, women, and children.” Paige shrugged. 

    “How many men you got?” Tara asked, leaned her head back, and eyed the Captain carefully. 

    “Less than two-hundred,” he said grimly.  

    As much as this guy was frustrating the hell out of me with all his questions and ridiculous looks of surprise, I felt bad for him. He was obviously in over his head. I wasn’t sure how he’d managed to get in charge, but he seemed to be trying his best with what little forces he had. Less than two-hundred men compared to the hundreds the NK soldiers had would be a tough fight for anyone.  

    “I’ll have my translator look over this,” he sighed.  

    “You have a translator?” Paige asked, and her eyes widened with surprise. 

    “A young woman.” The captain nodded. 

    “Captain,” I said gently. “If you don’t mind me asking, how did you end up in charge? You’re obviously the highest ranking man here, but you seem a bit… burned out. Don’t you have a second in command who can help you out here?” 

    I didn’t want to offend the man, but I could tell he was sleep deprived and on edge. 

    The man flopped down in the chair behind the desk and let out a long sigh, then he looked up and locked eyes with me. 

    “I was three weeks away from retirement when this shit happened,” he said with a shake of his head. “I’ve been trying my best here, but I’m not trained to deal with something like this. We have no communication with our other troops, the NK soldiers have us surrounded on all sides, and there’s ground soldiers running around taking out my men whenever they get the goddamn chance. This isn’t the kind of war I’ve fought before, son.” 

    I realized then why this man was in charge. He wasn’t a complete moron, he was just tired. He had in no way been prepared for an invasion like this, and he was at his wits end.  

    At least I knew we could be of some help to him and the soldiers under him. We wouldn’t let the NKs take Norfolk, or any other part of the U.S.. And we’d take back the places they’d already gotten to.  

    First, I needed to know exactly what was going on, though. 

    “Alright, Captain,” I said with a nod. “Tell me everything you know. Let me help.” 

    “I’m not sure how you can.” He shook his head. “Like I said, the enemy have a strong presence. They don’t know where we’re holed up, so they send out reconnaissance in force to sweep areas to find us. We’re pretty good at avoiding them, but they can come from all sides.” 

    “Isn’t one of those sides water?” Tara asked. 

    “It is.” Paige nodded. 

    “Do they have ships?” Anna asked, and she cocked her head to the side as she gauged the Captain’s reaction. 

    “I didn’t think the NKs had battleships,” I said. 

    “They don’t,” the Captain said with pursed lips.  

    “So, they just have regular ships out there?” Tara asked. “That doesn’t seem very scary.” 

    “Not regular ships.” He shook his head. “They’re destroyers.” 

    “Destroyers?” I clarified. 

    “Three of them,” he said with a slow nod. 

    Well, shit. Our mission had just got a lot more complicated. 
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    “What’s the big deal about destroyers?” Tara asked. 

    “The name kind of says it all, doesn’t it?” Anna asked dryly. 

    “I’m just saying, it’s not like we haven’t already taken out a bunch of their men,” the platinum-blonde said. “Who cares if they’re on a ship or not. They were in military vehicles, and we still took them out.” 

    “Actually not a bad point.” Anna shrugged. 

    “What kind of destroyers are they?” I asked the Captain and ignored the girls’ chatter.  

    “They’re South Korean,” he said. “Our best guess is that they overran the DMZ in Korea and seized their naval assets, since the North Koreans had no navy worth a damn.” 

    “If they have ships out there then that must be where the foot soldiers are coming from,” Paige said. 

    “Right,” Anna agreed. “And they haven’t attacked yet because they’re waiting for the troops in Boston.” 

    “They’re planning a pincer?” the Captain asked seriously, and he locked eyes with me. 

    “It says it all in the orders,” I assured him. 

    “I’m not fluent in Korean by any means,” Paige said. “But with a bit of research I was able to decipher it, and I’m ninety-nine percent sure what I have translated is correct.” 

    “I’ll have my translator look over it,” he repeated. “Maybe she can catch something you didn’t.” 

    “Whatever she does catch, I don’t think it will change the message about the pincer,” I said with a shake of my head. “There are more troops on their way down here, and you and I both know the only logical plan of action is for them to form a pincer and take us out before they head down to the Appalachians and try to do the same thing with whatever resistance is held up there.” 

    “You’re right.” He nodded. “But those vessels are huge. I can’t send my men in there to the slaughter. They probably have a couple hundred men aboard them.” 

    The Captain didn’t seem as though he’d even considered taking the ships out at this point.  

    Paige and Anna were right, the ships were where the foot soldiers were coming from. If we took out the ships there would be no troops for the NKs from Boston to meet up with. Their pincer attack would be ruined, and we’d see them coming. Their whole plan would be up in smoke. 

    “We’ll take out the ships,” I said decisively. 

    “What?” the captain asked, and his eyebrows pinched together as he looked at me. “What do you mean you’ll take them out? I know you said you brought about fifty men with you, but didn’t you hear me? There’s got to be at least five-hundred combined on those ships.” 

    “All we need is one ship.” I shrugged. “Then we don’t have to worry about the men on the other ones.” 

    “Are we gonna blow some shit up?” Tara asked with a grin. 

    “It looks like it,” I said with a smile. 

    “You’ve got to be crazy, Ranger,” the Captain said with a shake of his head. “I haven’t sent my men to those ships yet because it’s too dangerous. I have triple the amount of men you do, and I still haven’t done it. You’re gonna get yourself killed.” 

    “I think you misunderstood,” Paige said. “We’re not going to take all of our people with us.” 

    “Yeah, we need to, like, be stealthy,” Tara said. “We can do it ourselves. Ninja style. We are good at that.” 

    “Okay, now you’ve really got to be fucking nuts,” the Captain said, and his jaw fell as he looked around at the room at the very serious faces of the girls. 

    “We’ve taken out plenty of enemies together,” I explained. “I personally trained these women, and I am confident in their skills. We’ll get the ships taken care of.” 

    “There’s no way to get out there without being seen,” he said. 

    “There’s always a way,” I told him, then I thought for a moment. “I know Hammer’s special ops, do you have any other special ops guys you could spare? My team can lead us, but you’re right, it’s not an easy task. If I have some trained guys there will be a lot less risk to all of us since the ship is so large.” 

    “I have a few,” the Captain said. “But they’re the only specially trained men I have. I can’t send them to their deaths. Why do you think I haven’t sent them out there already?” 

    “Fair point,” I said, and I held my hands up, but I didn’t exactly agree with the Captain. The SEALs were hardcore, and I knew they’d be up for the challenge. Still, I wouldn’t overstep him, not yet anyway. “Let’s focus on our plan for a minute.” 

    “What plan?” the Captain asked. 

    “If we take out the ships then there won’t be any troops for the Boston NK to meet up with,” Paige said. 

    “Right,” I agreed. 

    “And that means their pincer attack is completely fucked,” Anna added with a smile. 

    “Which also means we’ll be able to intercept the Boston NK,” Tara said. “They don’t know that we know they’re coming, and they’ll totally still think they have guys down here waiting for them.” 

    “They’ll probably travel in one or two groups,” Paige said. “If we play this right, we could take out all of them at once.” 

    “How can we do that?” Bailey asked. “We know they’ll have plasma weapons on them.” 

    “They probably brought those huge tanks, too,” Tara said. 

    “That blast will be monstrous.” Paige bit her lip. 

    “We need a vantage point,” Bailey said. “Something far enough away from the caravan that we won’t get caught in the blast. But that also means we’ll need a way to set off the blast from that far away.” 

    The Captain looked like a ping pong ball the way his head moved from side to side as each of the girls pitched in on the plan. He looked completely overtaken with our conversation, and it was obvious he hadn’t considered any of this. Even if he didn’t know the troops were headed down here from Boston, he should have known there were others around. It was poor planning on his part to assume the enemy right in front of him was the only one he’d have to deal with. 

    “Captain,” I said, and his eyes settled me. “Do you have any old planes around?” 

    “Plane?” he asked with furrowed gray brows. “We barely got vehicles running. Nothing fucking works after that damn EMP.” 

    “Actually, any vehicle that doesn’t rely too heavily on the electronic components can be made to run again, if it doesn’t already,” Paige said, and she pushed her glasses back up on her nose. 

    “We’re in an abandoned Coca Cola factory,” the Captain said. “There’s no planes just laying around.” 

    “Geez,” Tara muttered and rolled her eyes. 

    The Captain looked at her with shock, as if he were about to reprimand her for disrespecting his authority. Before I could say anything, though, Paige jumped in. 

    “Oh!” the brunette exclaimed. “There’s a museum in Norfolk, and they have planes. I remember seeing some old style ones when we went there.” 

    “Oh, yeah.” Bailey nodded vigorously. “I remember that, too!” 

    “We can go there and check on the planes,” the brunette suggested. “I bet we can find one that runs.” 

    “And Ben said he can pilot anything,” Anna said with a smile, and she put her hand on her hip. 

    “He did say that,” I chuckled. 

    “I’m sure we can rig up some sort of bombing system to attach to the plane,” Paige said. “If he can get above the NK troops on their way here, then we really can take them all out in one fell swoop.” 

    “Hold up,” the Captain said, and he held his hands up. “You’re telling me you plan to take out the ships in the bay, steal a plane, and take out the entire convoy of troops headed down here from Boston?” 

    “I think it’s pretty clear that’s what we just said,” Tara said, and her eyebrows pinched together as she looked around at the other girls. “Was that not clear?” 

    “And just how in the hell are you all planning on doing all this?” the Captain asked, obviously irritated with Tara’s attitude, but unwilling to do anything about it.  

    “Your men have the bridge blocked, right?” Anna asked. “If they’ll let us through into Norfolk we can handle ourselves from there.” 

    “There’s foot soldiers around every damn corner over there,” the Captain said. 

    “We’ll be alright,” I assured him. “And I understand if you don’t trust me with your SEALs. The girls and I can handle it, it will just take us a little bit longer to do a full reconnaissance.” 

    “Ranger, you’ve got to be out of your damn mind,” he chuckled and shook his head. “I’ll tell you what, if you and these girls here can get that plane, then I’ll let you have the SEALs for this suicide mission of yours. Deal?” 

    I smiled at the Captain.  

    The man obviously didn’t want to be in charge, but he wasn’t about to give up his command to some stranger, either. I could respect that, but he was about to regret those words he’d just said. I could tell by the look on his face that he didn’t think the girls and I could get it done.  

    He might not be a misogynist, but it was clear he didn’t think the girls were capable. Tara had most obviously gotten on his nerves with her nonchalant attitude, but I couldn’t exactly blame her. The platinum-blonde had been around me for a long time, and I never made any sort of deal about my rank. We were all people, and that was how we spoke to each other. Yes, I was the leader of my group, but I’d been elected because I was respected, not because of my post before any of this happened.  

    I had to admit, even I might have had doubts about the girls if I hadn’t trained them myself. They were all feminine and beautiful, and at first glance there was no reason anybody would look at them and think they were dangerous. That was part of their arsenal, though. Being underestimated was always something to take advantage of, and that would make their victory when we took the ships feel that much sweeter knowing they’d proven this asshole wrong. 

    “You’ve got yourself a deal.” I grinned and held out my hand for the man. 

    “Good luck, Ranger,” the Captain said. “You’ll need it. But if you can pull this off, we may be able to win this war yet.” 

    “We’ll have that plane by tomorrow evening,” I told him. 

    “I look forward to that,” he said with a sarcastic smile.
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    After the deal was made, I led the girls back out to where Jeff and Ben and the rest of our group sat with our supplies.  

    “How’d it go?” Ben asked as I walked up. 

    “We have a day to get a plane,” I said. 

    “What?” Jeff asked.  

    “I made a deal with the Captain,” I said. “He’ll lend us the Navy SEALs to take out the boats in the bay if we can get a plane without being killed.” 

    “He didn’t take you very seriously, did he?” Jeff chuckled. 

    “I don’t think he takes himself very seriously,” Tara scoffed. 

    “Tara,” Bailey tsked. 

    “What?” the platinum-blonde said. “The guy totally doesn’t know what he’s doing.” 

    “I can’t imagine this was part of his training.” Paige shrugged. 

    “Tav should be in charge,” Tara said. “I’m sure everyone would rather listen to you than to that guy. He didn’t even have a plan besides being a sad little Eyore.” 

    “It’s okay,” I told my fierce cheerleader. “We came here to get a job done, it doesn’t matter who’s in charge as long as we can work.” 

    “Right.” Paige nodded. “I’ll check my map and find the museum.” 

    “I can help,” Bailey offered. 

    “Hey, Ranger,” a voice called out, and I turned to see Hammer walking toward us.  

    “Lieutenant,” I said. “How can I help you?” 

    “You all sticking around?” he asked.  

    “We can find our own place to stay if we need to,” I said.  

    “You can set up around back,” he told me. “That’s where we have the fire pits. A lot of the guys sleep back there, you’re welcome to find a place.” 

    “Alright,” I agreed. “But do me a favor, call me Tav.” 

    “You got it, Tav,” Hammer said with a nod. 

    Even if the Captain didn’t like us, his SEAL lieutenant seemed to, and I’d keep that in mind if he decided to go back on his word. I didn’t want to go over the guy’s head, but the SEALs were specially trained for water situations just like the mission to take over the ships, and right now the Captain had them patrolling bridges like common grunts. They definitely weren’t being used to their full potential, and I didn’t doubt they’d jump at the chance to get wet and help me take out some NK assholes. 

    The girls and I loaded into the jeep, and I led our small caravan around to the back of the building. There was an old dirt area that had no doubt once been a parking lot. The place was surrounded by trees and with sunset it was hard to see how far the trees went, so I stopped the jeep in one of the less occupied areas of the courtyard like area and hopped out.  

    As we offloaded some supplies to set up camp, I couldn’t help but notice the men watch us. There were soldiers all over the yard, some playing cards or whittling, others sitting by the fire or cooking, but they all looked at us the same way.  

    Disdain was written across their faces, and it was obvious they thought we were just some civilians here to try and help but only wind up dead in the process. They didn’t realize we were their saving grace, but it was alright, they would soon find out what my team was made of.  

    I couldn't exactly blame them for being distrustful, the Captain had said there were less than two-hundred men here, and I knew there were easily ten times that stationed at Norfolk. Some of the soldiers had probably left to go south, but I knew a lot of good men had already been taken. These men were grieving and still trying to fight through it. Every day was hell for them being in enemy territory, and while they were well-stocked on food and water, they were clearly sleep deprived and probably riddled with anxiety about when the NK foot soldiers would decide to attack. 

    Regardless of what they thought of us now, I wasn’t going to come into their base and treat them with anything but decency.  

    I left the girls and the rest of my group to continue offloading supplies, and I walked over to a group of guys around a fire. It was nearly fully dark out, but the orange light from the flames lit up their faces. Even in the firelight I could see the bags under their eyes. 

    “Hey,” I said as I approached. “I’m Tav. My team and I came down here to volunteer to help. I just wanted to introduce myself to you all and thank you for what you’ve done so far.” 

    “Right,” one of the guys said, but it was accompanied by an eye roll. The man wore black jeans, military issue boots, a gray T-shirt, and his dog tags. He had short blond hair, and in his hand was a large pocket knife he used to carve into a stick. It looked like he was trying to make some sort of figurine, but I couldn’t exactly tell what. 

    “You know I have a sharpener if you need one,” I said. 

    “Excuse me?” the man asked, and he looked up and narrowed his eyes on me. 

    “Always wanna keep your blade sharp,” I said with a friendly smile. “It’s there if you need it.” 

    “We don’t need your shit here,” the man said, and the others around the fire nodded. “Why don’t you go back to wherever the hell you came from? You civilians are in way over your heads.” 

    I smiled at the man. He had no idea who he was talking to, but he’d know soon enough. From his general appearance, attitude, and the classic Ontario MK 3 knife he was using, it was safe for me to assume he was a SEAL.  

    Soon enough I’d be in charge of this guy, but I wouldn’t hold his disdain against him, though, he’d probably been trapped here since the EMP hit. I doubted he’d had much interaction with civilians.  

    I’d trained them and lived with them, so I knew exactly what most normal, non-military trained people were capable of. While most of them didn’t excel in all aspects us military men were trained in, they were capable of handling their own in most situations. It was amazing what the drive for survival could unlock in a person.  

    “It was good meeting you,” I said sincerely, then I walked back over to where my group was.  

    Anna and Bailey were working on starting a fire while Tara pulled out some boxes and things to make dinner. Paige was gathering some wood with a few of the civilians, and everyone else was setting up tents or sleeping bags. We may not be totally welcome here, but that wouldn’t stop us from making ourselves at home. 

    “So, when are we leaving tomorrow?” Ben asked as he walked up and clapped me on the shoulder. 

    “First light,” I told the pilot. 

    “I saw you making friends with some of the guys over there,” he said with an amused grin. “How’d that go?” 

    “They think we’re just civilians,” I chuckled and shrugged. 

    “I hope you told them otherwise,” he said.  

    “Nah.” I shook my head. “No need to explain myself to them. I’m here to do a job, I don’t care what they think of me. Besides, tomorrow they’ll be under my command.” 

    “Damn right,” Ben chuckled. “You’d think they would take us more seriously considering the machinery we brought with us.” 

    Ben gestured to the howitzer, and I nodded. 

    “You’d think.” I shrugged. “But they’ve been out here a long time together. I didn’t expect them to be welcoming of newcomers.” 

    Once Anna and Bailey got the fire going, then a few of us gathered around while Tara started to make dinner. Some of the civilians chose to hang out in their tents instead, but the preppers stayed with the girls and I while we discussed the plan for tomorrow. 

    “I found it on the map,” Paige said after we’d been around the fire for a few minutes. “It shouldn’t be too hard to get to.” 

    “The Captain said Norfolk was crawling with NK soldiers,” Anna said. “But I didn’t see any when we went through earlier.” 

    “I didn’t, either,” I agreed. “But they could have been well-hidden, or avoiding the main road.” 

    “Probably,” Paige agreed. “I’m sure they’ve been keeping an eye on our troops, so they’d know they travel on the main roads.” 

    “I know they’re waiting for the rest of the troops,” Bailey said. “But why not attack them now? They probably have us outnumbered.” 

    “It’ll be easier if we’re outnumbered ten to one instead of three to one,” I said. “Besides, small conflicts are dangerous, why risk getting into a fight and getting shot when you could just wait for your buddies to bomb the whole damn place?” 

    “Fair point.” The blonde nodded. 

    “We’ll just have to be extra careful on the way over there,” I said. 

    “We can clear off the trailer,” Johnny, the leader of the preppers, said, then he turned to Ben. “Will it be large enough to carry one of the older planes?” 

    “Probably not.” Ben shook his head. “I can fly it back, though.” 

    The Air Force pilot had lost his leg in battle somehow, I’d never asked how, but the metal prosthetic where his shin should have been shone in the firelight, and I was reminded of what he’d already sacrificed for his country. 

    “I’ll ride with you if there’s room,” Johnny said. “Those things usually sit two, right?” 

    “Actually,” I said. “I was hoping I could get you all to stay and keep an eye on things here.” 

    “I think you might need me to get the plane back here,” Ben chuckled. 

    “Of course,” I laughed. “But I think we should limit how many people go back into the city. If there are other NK soldiers there, I want to be discreet. They don’t need to know that we’ve arrived, they could possibly get a message to their buddies from Boston that the Americans have reinforcements, and that’s the last thing I want. We need the element of surprise here.” 

    “Good point,” Johnny agreed. “We’ll hold down the fort.” 

    Tara got dinner going, and the smell was absolutely delicious. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until the scent of meat and vegetables filled the air. My stomach growled of its own accord, and my mouth watered in response.  

    We’d been driving all day, and now it was night time, and I”d barely eaten.  

    Betty had made us a large breakfast before we left, but we hadn’t eaten much for lunch. The older woman had packed us some extra jerky, muffins, and vegetables for the drive, but I hadn’t been hungry enough to eat any of it.  

    The excitement of the trip had done me in, and it was all I could focus on while we drove. I wasn’t sure what we were going to find when we got here, but after seeing New York and Washington, I wasn’t very hopeful.  

    At some point, part of me thought that the trip was about to be a waste. I half expected to get down here and find the troops had already been annihilated long ago.  

    I had to remind myself that the orders didn’t lie, but the destruction of the surrounding area was enough to put me on edge.  

    I was glad to see our boys had made it, though there weren’t very many of them left. I knew there were more in the Appalachians holding off more forces, and I didn’t doubt there were others scattered here and there along the eastern coast, too.  

    The NK troops may have put a large dent in the size of our troops, but they wouldn’t crush our spirits, and they wouldn’t take our country without a fight. Just being here reminded me of that. These men could have left their post at any time with hardly any consequences, but they’d chosen to stay. They weren’t forced to stay under the threat of a dishonorable discharge, they’d stayed because of their own sense of honor and morality, and that was something I had to respect. 

    I was about to be fighting with true patriots, and that thought made me smile. Almost as much as the smell of Tara’s delicious dinner. 

    “How much longer?” I asked as I peered into the pot. 

    “Not much,” the platinum-blonde laughed. “I told you you should have eaten something on the drive here.” 

    “I wasn’t hungry,” I said, and I reached over and gave her a playful push.  

    “And now you’re starved,” she teased. 

    “Right,” I laughed. 

    “Okay,” Paige said, and she pulled her nose out of the map for a second. “I have three routes we can take to get to the museum.” 

    “Good call,” I told the brunette. “Do they all meet somewhere?” 

    “Just after we get off the bridge.” She nodded.  

    “We’ll go over them first thing before we leave,” I said. “But we’ll look at the area when we get there, too, and see if we want to adjust.” 

    “Sounds good.” The brunette put her map back into her bag, then she yawned and stretched her feet out toward the flames in front of her. “When’s dinner gonna be ready?” 

    “Did you not hear the conversation Tav and I literally just had?” Tara chuckled. 

    “No,” Paige said, and her eyebrows pinched together. “Did he ask when dinner would be ready, too?” 

    “Oh, my god,” Tara laughed. “Do you hear anything when you’re looking at those maps of yours?” 

    “Not really,” the brunette admitted with a smile. “I get pretty in the zone.” 

    “Clearly.” Tara shook her head. “It’ll be ready soon, it just needs to warm up some more.” 

    We were all quiet for a bit while the fire crackled and the scent of the food in the pot continued to fill the air. The men around the yard were still in their own areas, but I saw a couple of them look up and over at us as if they were trying to figure out where the smell was coming from.  

    Someone was cooking at their fire as well, and I’d seen their supply of food, so I knew they weren’t going hungry, but just because they had food didn’t mean it tasted good. I knew firsthand how terrible military grub could be when it was meant strictly for sustenance and not for enjoyment.  

    If they’d been a little nicer, I might have offered for them to join us, but for the time being, I’d let them enjoy their own cooking. Once we all got better acquainted, then I’d ask Tara to cook for them. I wasn’t out to punish anybody, after all, and I figured they could probably use a decent meal at some point. 

    Most military men I knew weren’t the greatest cooks. We were survivalists by nature, so we knew how to catch fish and grill ‘em up to have a fulfilling dinner, but that didn’t mean it was satisfying. 

    It wasn’t long before dinner was ready, and I eagerly took the bowl Tara passed to me. The mix of beans, meat, and vegetables hit my mouth and made it water even more. I breathed out a small sigh of relief as I chewed, then I went back for another. It really was good to have someone on the team who knew how to cook. 

    We all ate in silence, for a while, then I heard someone approach from behind me, and I turned around just as a beautiful dark-haired woman reached her hand out to tap me on the shoulder. 

    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said with a smile, and she pulled her hand back. “Are you Connor?” 

    “Tav.” I nodded. 

    “Tav?” she asked. 

    “Connor Tavish,” I elaborated. “Everyone calls me Tav.” 

    “Tav it is, then,” she chuckled and pushed a stray strand of hair behind her ear. 

    The woman was absolutely stunning. She was Asian, with clear, slightly tanned skin, dark eyes, and deep brown hair that hung down to her small, perky breasts. Her nose was long and slender, and her full lips were a dark pink color that made them impossible to not stare at. She had round cheeks, and a small, pointed chin, and she smiled at me with a sweet shyness that only served to make my heart rate spike slightly.  

    She wore a black short-sleeved shirt and blue camo navy pants. The shirt was tight, so I could see the curves of her figure. The pants fit well, too, and there was just something about a woman in uniform that was particularly sexy.  

    “And what’s your name?” I asked. 

    “Ensign Minji Park,” the beautiful woman said. “I’m the Korean translator for the captain.” 

    “Nice to meet you,” I told her, and I held my hand out for her to shake it. 

    “You as well,” she said, and I got the sense this was more of a business meeting than an informal meet and greet. 

    “So, Minji,” I said, and my eyebrows furrowed. “Did the captain send you over?” 

    “Not exactly.” The dark-haired beauty smiled. “I was actually hoping to speak to your translator.” 

    “Oh.” I nodded and gestured to Paige. “This is Paige, she did the translation of the note.” 

    “Right,” the brunette agreed, and she quickly swallowed the mouthful of food she had. “I’m not really a translator, though. Did you look it over? Was there something wrong with it?” 

    “On the contrary,” Minji said, and she walked over toward Paige. “I just wanted to congratulate you on a wonderful job. The Captain explained that you don’t actually speak Korean, so I was impressed to see how well the note was translated.” 

    Paige’s eyes widened, then a huge grin flashed across her face. “Thank you so much.” 

    “If you don’t mind me asking,” Minji said as she sat next to Paige. “How did you manage to translate the note?” 

    “It wasn’t easy,” Paige scoffed. “And I did have some help. One of the women we left back at camp assisted with the translation.” 

    “Not only a translation,” the dark-haired woman corrected. “It was a code as well. Another reason I was so impressed with your work.” 

    “Once we realized it was a code, we nearly gave up,” Paige chuckled. “But it had to be done. We just used a Korean translation book.” 

    “You did this with only a reference book?” Minji asked, and her eyes widened with surprise. 

    “It’s all we had.” Paige shrugged slightly. 

    “That is impressive,” the Korean woman said. “You must be very intelligent.” 

    “Yeah, yeah, Paige is smart, we know,” Tara joked and rolled her eyes. 

    “You would know,” Paige said to Minji, and she completely ignored Tara. “I think I remember from the book, doesn’t your name mean highly intelligent?” 

    “I think the translation is closer to sharp intellect,” Minji chuckled. “But yes, my parents had high aspirations for me.” 

    “Clearly you succeeded.” Paige smiled. “I’m sure it’s not easy to become a military translator.” 

    “I had to get a high clearance,” Minji agreed. “But I was raised mostly in the states.” 

    “When did you get here?” Tara inquired. 

    “I was ten when my family moved here,” she explained. “My mother had dual citizenship for a long time, and we finally decided to move her permanently. It was quite the change.” 

    “What was the biggest culture shock you experienced?” Bailey asked, and she leaned forward with excitement. 

    “Ice cream,” Minji said with a small shake of her head. 

    “Ice cream?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “It sounds strange,” she laughed. “But as a ten year old, I was very fond of ice cream.” 

    “Is American ice cream different from Korean ice cream?” Tara asked. 

    “Very much so.” Minji nodded. “My favorite ice cream back in Korea was a traditional ice cream called patbingsu. It’s made with shaved ice, condensed milk, and red bean paste. I used to get mine with bananas and raspberries as well.” 

    “You’re right,” Tara laughed. “That sounds nothing like ice cream.” 

    “Oh, but it is delicious,” Minji chuckled. “I had to get used to the ice cream here. But I discovered something called Rocky Road, and then I didn’t feel so bad leaving patbingsu behind.” 

    “Ewwww,” Tara chuckled. “Rocky Road is, like, the worst flavor.” 

    “You don’t like Rocky Road?” Paige scoffed. “Who even are you?” 

    “Um, someone with good taste,” the platinum-blonde said with a flip of her ponytail.  

    “I like Rocky Road, too,” Bailey said quietly. 

    “Bails!” Tara exclaimed. “Not you, too.” 

    “You’re not going to like this,” I said. 

    “No.” Tara looked at me with wide eyes, and she leaned her head backs slightly and whispered. “No, Tav, say it isn’t so.” 

    “I like Rocky Road,” I chuckled. 

    “Me, too,” Anna agreed. “I think you’re outnumbered here, Tar.” 

    “You all are disgusting,” Tara sneered playfully. 

    “She’s only kidding,” Paige told Minji. 

    “Yes, I can see you all are very close,” the Korean woman said, and I caught her eye over the fire. She looked down, and I thought I saw a flash of pink in her cheeks before she looked back up at me through her thick, deep brown lashes. 

    “I’ve barely seen any other women around here,” Anna remarked. “It must be hard being around so many men all the time.” 

    “It’s not so bad,” she said with a small smile. “I mostly stay in my quarters. The Captain told me you all have a deal, though?” 

    “That’s right,” I chuckled. “We just have to get a plane by the end of the day tomorrow, then he’ll lend us some of the Navy SEALS to take out the ships in the harbor.” 

    “That would be exciting.” Minji looked me up and down, and I felt my heart rate jump again under her gaze. 

    “It will be,” I assured. 

    “Well.” She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and shook her head slightly. “I should let you all finish eating, but I will be in my quarters if anyone needs me.” 

    “It was good to meet you.” Paige smiled and held her hand out. 

    “And you as well,” Minji said as she shook the brunette’s hand.  

    The beautiful Korean woman smiled again, then she looked down and headed back inside. 

    “So, you gonna hit that?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow just as I took a bite of stew. 

    I nearly spat the food out of my mouth at her question, but instead I just made a terrible snorting sound, collected myself, and managed to swallow without too much incident while the girls all giggled like maniacs. 

    “You okay there, Tav?” Tara laughed. 

    “Maybe if you weren’t so vulgar he wouldn’t be choking on his food,” Anna commented. 

    “You nearly killed Tav,” Paige joked. 

    “I’m fine,” I said, but I hadn’t completely regained my voice yet.  

    “Damn, I didn’t think my question was going to catch you off guard so much,” Tara giggled. 

    “I didn’t think you’d be asking me about having sex with another woman half a minute after meeting her,” I chuckled. 

    “She’s hot as fuck.” Tara shrugged.  

    “Super hot, and she was definitely eyeing you.” Anna nodded. 

    “I think Tav might have been eyeing her a little bit, too.” Paige smiled. 

    “She was really pretty,” Bailey said. “Her lips are yummy looking.” 

    “She was an attractive woman,” I said. “But we have other things to worry about at the moment.” 

    “Whatev.” Tara shrugged again. “You don’t have to bang her, but you totally can if you want to.” 

    The rest of the girls shrugged and nodded, too. Apparently, they were all on board with this.  

    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I chuckled. 

    After that odd conversation, we all finished eating, and I thought about what the girls had said. It was still incredible to me they were so willing to let another woman into my life, but as Tara had said, they were my main squeezes. It was true, too. They knew they never had anything to worry about. Nobody could ever replace them. 

    Not only were they my women, but they were the best teammates I’d ever had, and I needed them with me while I took on this mission. I wouldn’t want to do it without them. 

    After dinner, I headed to the woods to relieve myself, but just as I finished up, I heard something behind me. 

    I quickly reached for my plasma weapon and spun around. 

    “Don’t shoot!” a female voice called.
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    “Tara?” I asked. “Is that you?” 

    “Yes,” the platinum-blonde said, and a second later she came into view. She wrinkled her nose as she pushed a branch out of her face and walked toward me. 

    “Hey,” I laughed. “What are you doing out here?” 

    “Following you,” she said with a wide smile. 

    “Is that so?” I chuckled. 

    “Oh, yeah.” The platinum-blonde walked over and grabbed me by the shirt. 

    “There any particular reason you were following me?” I asked with a half smile. 

    “I think you know.” She grinned. 

    “I’m not sure I do,” I lied. “Why don’t you show me?” 

    “If you insist,” she said, and she yanked my shirt and pulled me down to her. 

    My hands instinctively went to Tara’s waist as my mouth took over hers, and the two of us pressed ourselves together. I could feel her warm body against mine, and all her luscious curves in all the right places. 

    “You’re so sexy,” I growled as I nibbled on her bottom lip. 

    “Mmm, not as sexy as you,” the platinum-blonde said, and she started to kiss down my jaw to my neck.  

    Her breath against my skin sent a tingle down my spine, and her soft lips pressed against my neck made my erection stir in the front of my jeans.  

    I ran my hands up and down her sides to feel her hourglass figure, then I lifted her shirt up just enough for me to free her large, full breasts. I groaned as I cupped them with my hands and felt the weight of them. 

    “You feel so good,” she whispered into my ear. “I missed out before we left campus. I want you so bad. My pussy’s already soaked for you.” 

    “Is that right?” I breathed. 

    “Why don’t you feel for yourself?” she purred. 

    I pried one of my hands away from her breasts so I could run it down her smooth stomach and into the front of her pants. Before I even reached her pussy, I could feel how wet she was. Her panties were soaked, and the feel of it only made my cock twitch with anticipation.  

    “You’re so wet,” I groaned as I slid a finger inside of her.  

    Tara gripped my shoulders as I worked my finger in and out of her. After a moment, I slipped another finger in, and she gripped my shoulders even tighter. 

    I pushed my fingers in and out as Tara wriggled against me. I could feel her hot breath against my neck and ear, and the sound of her shallow breathing was enough to make my heart rate spike even more.  

    The platinum-blonde pressed her pussy into my hand as I continued to pleasure her with my fingers, and it wasn’t long until her nails dug into my shoulders as her body tensed.  

    “I’m gonna come,” she gasped, and a second later I felt her pussy squeeze my fingers. 

    Tara held her breath as she rode out the waves of her pleasure, and once she was done, I brought my fingers to my mouth so I could taste her sweet pussy.  

    “You taste so fucking good.” My cock twitched again as I licked her off my fingers, and I knew I needed her right then, so I grabbed her by the hips and spun her around so she could grip the tree in front of her. 

    “Mmm, yes,” she groaned as she bent over for me. 

    “You like that?” I growled as I wiggled her jeans down over her perfect ass.  

    “Soooo much,” Tara purred, and she looked back at me under heavy eyelids. “I want to feel your cock deep in me.” 

    I quickly undid my pants, so my erection sprung free, then I placed it against Tara’s entrance and savored the feel of how wet she was. 

    “Is this what you want?” I asked in a husky voice as I moved the tip of my cock against her pussy.  

    “Fuuuck,” Tara groaned, and she tried to push back against me, but I grabbed her hips and held her in place. 

    “Ah, ah, ah,” I tsked. “How bad do you want it?” 

    “So bad,” she gasped as she tried to push against me again, and she let out a pathetic little whine when I once again held her in place. “Mmmm, stop teasing me.” 

    Tara looked back to flash me a pouty face, but I just grinned in response. 

    “Say please,” I commanded. 

    “Please, can I have your big cock in my tight little pussy?” she asked, and she bit her lip. 

    “Good girl,” I breathed, and I slowly slid the tip of my member inside her slickness. 

    “Fuuuuuccck,” Tara moaned as I filled her inch by inch. “You feel so good.” 

    I reached up and yanked Tara’s shirt all the way off so I could reach around and grip her full breasts with both hands while I thrust in and out of her tight pussy.  

    “Oh, God, yes,” she panted in between strokes. “Harder, Tav.” 

    I pinched her taut nipples lightly, then harder and harder until she arched her back with pleasure.  

    Tara’s pussy twitched in response, and I pushed deep inside her until her knees buckled, and I had to reach down and hold her hips steady so she didn’t fall over. 

    “Don’t… move,” she breathed, and a second later I felt her pussy spasm on my cock as she was overtaken with another round of pleasure. 

    The feel of her nearly sent me over the edge, but I took a deep breath and allowed myself to enjoy the sensation of her slick pussy twitching on my cock.  

    After Tara rode out her pleasure, I turned her around and yanked her pants all the way off. She still had her boots on, but at the moment, I didn’t care. I picked her up so she could wrap her legs around my waist, then I slid my cock deep inside her while she wrapped her arms around my neck. 

    I gripped her by the waist and lifted her up and down on my cock.  

    Tara threw her head back and arched her back so her full breasts bounced right in my face as I slid in and out of her wet pussy. She gripped onto my shoulders hard and moaned loudly as I filled her up over and over again. 

    “Oh, fuuuuck, you’re so deep,” she moaned. “I’m gonna cooooome againnnn.” 

    The platinum-blonde’s body stiffened as she was overcome with pleasure. I could feel her pussy grip me as it clenched and spasmed around my cock.  

    “Come with me, Tav,” she panted as she continued to ride out her orgasm. “I want to feel your hot sperm deep inside me.” 

    Her request was so hot, it sent me right over the edge. My cock tensed and pulsated as I filled her with my seed, and she gasped as she was gripped by yet another orgasm at the feel of me filling her up. 

    I held Tara’s hips against me as she milked every last drop of cream out of my cock, then I gently set her back down and watched as my come dripped out of her slick, plump pussy lips.  

    “Fuckkk,” Tara chuckled after she caught her breath. “I needed that.” 

    “Glad to be of service,” I laughed. 

    “You definitely were.” The platinum-blonde smiled and winked at me. “That Korean lady doesn’t even know what she’s missing yet.” 

    “I’m sure she’s not interested.” I rolled my eyes playfully and shook my head. “She’s got other pressing matters to attend to.” 

    “What’s more pressing than needing an orgasm?” Tara asked me with a pearly-toothed grin.  

    “Saving the continental United States comes to mind,” I chuckled. 

    “Nah.” Tara shook her head. “She totally wants you. I don’t know why you’re being so humble about it. You’re super hot and a total badass. Who wouldn’t want you?” 

    “I could say the same about you,” I teased. 

    “You could,” she agreed with a smile. “But I have you. That poor lady doesn’t have anybody.” Tara looked at me with big eyes and a pouty lip. “Poor, poor woman.” 

    “Hardly,” I laughed. 

    “Just promise if she comes onto you, you’ll dick her down good.” Tara grinned. 

    “Dick her down good?” I asked with a combination of shock and amusement. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that before.” 

    “Just do what you just did with me,” the platinum-blonde said. “Munji looks like she could use a bucket full of your cum in her pussy.” 

    “Her name’s Minji.” I smiled and shook my head. 

    “Whatever her name is, she’s clearly tightly wound.” Tara shrugged. “I don’t blame her, either. Having to work for that lame Captain is probably a nightmare.” 

    “He doesn’t seem like the sharpest tool in the shed,” I chuckled. 

    “Or even the most mildly sharp,” Tara muttered as she pulled her pants back on. 

    “He’s been dealing with a lot,” I said with a small smile. “He’s in over his head. But I think he deserves a little bit of slack.” 

    “You’re too nice.” Tara rolled her eyes. “You just need to take over this place already.” 

    “Tara!” I scoffed. “We’ve been here less than twelve hours.” 

    “And?” she asked with a raised eyebrow as she cocked her head to the side and fastened her bra in the back.  

    “And I don’t think these men would take too kindly to me overthrowing their captain as soon as I got here,” I told her. 

    “Yeah, you’re right.” She nodded, then she looked back up at me with a smile. “We'll give it a day or two, so they get to know you better.” 

    “Paige is right,” I laughed. “You’re incorrigible.” 

    “Yeah, but you love me anyways.” She flashed me a toothy grin.  

    “Yes, I do.” I smiled and walked over to Tara so I could push a stray strand of platinum-blonde hair behind her ear. I leaned in and captured her sweet, plump lips with my own as I slid my hand around to the back of her neck. 

    Tara opened her mouth for me, and my tongue slid inside for just a moment before I pulled away and kissed her softly on the forehead.  

    “Let’s go get some rest,” I said softly.  

    “I’m cool with that,” Tara breathed, and she smiled languidly at me. “I’m so tired. It was a long trip.” 

    “It was,” I agreed. 

    I led Tara back to our camp, and we both crawled into the tent with the rest of the girls. It was crowded, but it was nice to have all my women around me, even if their body heat made me uncomfortably warm sometimes.  

    The next morning I woke just before dawn and crawled over the girls and out of the tent. A few of the men around camp were up, too, but they just glared at me and continued with whatever they were doing. 

    “Hey,” Ben said as he came up behind me. 

    “Hey,” I greeted him from where I was crouched down bringing the fire back to life. 

    “Need some help?” he asked. 

    “No.” I shook my head. “I think I got it. Thank you, though.” 

    “Alright.” He nodded, then he smiled and looked around. “I’m excited to get to this museum. I know it’s a slim chance any of the planes will still be in working condition, but it’s been a while since I’ve flown.” 

    “I’m sure it has,” I chuckled and blew into the coals. “It’s a chance worth taking, though.”  

    The fire ignited, and I quickly tossed a couple small sticks on it to get it going.  

    “Hey, if you want to grab some coffee for us to make, I’d appreciate it,” I said. “I’m not allowed to make the coffee.” 

    “Not allowed?” Ben chuckled. 

    “Tara’s a stickler about coffee,” I laughed. “But if you make it, then she can’t get mad. Or at least, I don’t think she’ll yell at you.” 

    “I heard that,” Tara’s voice called from the tent. “And don’t think I wouldn’t yell at Ben. If you’re part of the team, you’re fair game to be yelled at.” 

    “Fair enough.” I shook my head with amusement. “Do you want to come make the coffee, then?” 

    “Bailey’s going to do it,” Tara informed me. 

    “Is Bailey awake yet?” I asked, and I raised my eyebrows even though she couldn’t see me. 

    “Yes,” Tara said, but a second later I heard her whispering “Bailey, wake up”.  

    “I hear you,” I called and rolled my eyes.  

    “Shhh,” Tara shushed Bailey as she groaned.  

    “Let her sleep,” I laughed. “I’m sure Ben’s coffee with suffice.” 

    “Oh, alright,” Tara said, and she crawled out of the tent. “As long as you’re not making it, then I’m sure it will be fine.” 

    “Good to know,” I said dryly.  

    “You’re good at a lot of things.” Tara shrugged. “But making coffee isn’t one of them.” 

    “Yeah, yeah,” I teased. “Why don’t you find us something to eat for breakfast?” 

    “Trying to punish me?” she teased back, and she put her hand on her hip. “Jokes on you, I like cooking.” 

    “I know,” I laughed, but she just stuck her tongue out at me and walked away. 

    “She’s feisty,” Ben chuckled. 

    “I heard that!” Tara’s voice called, though she was out of sight. 

    “Yes.” I smiled at Ben. “She is.” 

    “Feisty’s good,” he said as he poured some water into a pot for coffee. “Feisty gets shit done, and we need that with the way the world is.” 

    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. 

    Ben was right. Tara’s attitude was a good thing more often than not. The platinum-blonde didn’t hold back anything, and I appreciated her bluntness. I firmly believe blunt people care about others more than anybody else. They may not always come across as the most compassionate people, but they want what’s best for everyone, and they want it so bad they’re willing to be a dick about it.  

    I kept the fire going while Ben went to retrieve the coffee grounds, but when he came back he had a frown on his face. 

    “What’s wrong?” I asked, and my eyebrows pinched together. 

    “I think Tara’s sick.” He shook his head. “She was puking over by the trees.” 

    “Let me go check on her,” I said.  

    It was still dark out, but I made my way over to the tree line and found Tara with one hand on a small pine tree, and the other on her hip. She was hunched forward slightly, and I could hear her ragged breathing as I approached. 

    “Tara,” I said softly, and I put my hand on her shoulder. “Are you alright? What’s going on?” 

    “I’m fine,” she assured me with a wave of her hand. “I just need a minute.” 

    “You were acting sick a few days ago, too,” I said, and I narrowed my eyes on her as I looked her over from head to toe. “Are you sure you’re feeling alright?” 

    The platinum-blonde wiped her mouth, stood up straight, shook her shoulders for a second, let out a breath, and faced me.  

    “I’m fine,” she said with a smile. “I just haven’t been feeling good lately. I think it’s something I ate.” 

    “Alright,” I said, but I could feel that my eyebrows were still pinched together. I’d have to keep an eye on her, I didn’t like her being ill, and I couldn’t take the chance of her sickness getting worse. 

    “Just do me a favor,” she said. “Don’t tell the other girls. They’ve been on this whole pregnancy kick, and I don’t feel like dealing with it right now. There is no way I’m preggo, since I’ve got the IUD and all that jazz.” 

    “Your secret’s safe with me,” I told her, then I grabbed the back of her head softly and kissed her forehead. “Come on, let’s get you by the fire.” 

    Tara nodded and allowed me to pull her along. We stopped by the trailer, grabbed the oatmeal she’d gathered for breakfast, and then we made our way back to the fire. 

    When we arrived, the rest of the girls were there, and Ben had just finished up the coffee. 

    “Ben said you weren’t feeling well.” Bailey frowned as we sat down. “Are you okay, Tara?” 

    “Did he now?” Tara glared at the pilot. 

    “Uh.” The man’s eyes went wide, and he held up his hands in mock surrender. “Don’t shoot?” 

    “You’re lucky we need you to fly the plane we find,” Tara said, and she took her index and middle fingers and pointed them at her eyes, then at Ben. “I’m watching you, though. You’re on my list.” 

    “Are you alright?” Bailey pushed. “We aren’t going to tease you, we’re just worried.” 

    “Speak for yourself.” Anna grinned. “I’m going to tease preggy over there for days about this one.” 

    I caught Anna’s eye and cocked my head slightly with my best ‘not the time’ look. 

    “Alright,” the redhead sighed. “I’m sorry. We really are worried.” 

    “Well, thank you so much for the concern,” Tara sniffed. “But I’m just fine, thank you very much.” 

    “Okay.” Bailey nodded and smiled softly. “But if you don’t want to go on the mission today, we’d totally understand.” 

    “Oh, I’m going,” Tara said, and she lifted her chin. “A little bit of vomit didn’t stop me from winning prom queen, and it’s not gonna stop me now.” 

    “Of course, you were prom queen.” Anna rolled her eyes.  

    “Did you expect anything less?” Tara asked with a playful smirk. 

    “Nope,” the redhead laughed. 

    It seemed Tara was feeling better. I’d still keep an eye on her, but it was good to know she wasn’t ill to the point where she needed to stay at camp. We could use the platinum-blonde and her ninja skills, and I’d hate to leave her behind in general. She was a member of our team, and we hadn’t left anyone behind, ever. We’d split up for missions, sure, but nobody was ever left behind. 

    I took the coffee Ben handed to me, and Tara got started on breakfast. While the oatmeal cooked, I watched the horizon for signs of daylight. There was a small break of light, but not much. We were right on track for the day, which was what I liked to see.  

    It wasn’t long until breakfast was ready, then we all ate and got ready to go. I went to the tent and gathered my weapons, but I had everything else ready. I wore the same shorts and T-shirt I had the day before. I didn’t see any sense in changing, and it seemed the girls felt the same way. They all arrived at the jeep around the same time wearing the same clothes as they had the day before. 

    Still, each of them looked absolutely beautiful. 

    Anna, my redheaded second in command, had her long hair pulled back into a ponytail, which was a strange change of pace compared to her usual braid. It fit her well, though, and the few flyaways around her face only accentuated her lovely features. She had on the same black athletic shirt and pants she had worn the day before, and her firm muscles were on display as she stopped in front of me and cocked her hip to the side so her plasma gun was completely visible. She looked at me with bright green eyes that shone with determination. 

    Paige, my sexy brunette navigator, had her long chestnut locks pulled up into their usual messy bun. She was right behind Anna, and she pushed her thick black glasses further up on her nose as she nearly bumped into the redhead. She wore a pair of ripped skinny jeans, hiking boots, and the same red T-shirt from the day before. Her Atchisson shotgun was strapped to her back, she had her plasma gun on her hip, and her map in her hands. 

    Tara and Bailey walked up together. The platinum-blonde had on the same denim shorts and white tank top from the day before, but today she opted for a military green camo rainproof jacket we’d gotten from the National Guard guys we’d taken out a while ago. Her long hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her blue eyes were surrounded by thick black lashes enhanced by mascara. I never knew where she found the time, but I rarely, if ever, saw Tara without mascara. The platinum-blonde had her silenced Ruger on one hip, and her plasma gun on the other. She looked like a supermodel, as always, except today she looked like one in a movie where she’s a total badass. 

    Bailey had a small smile on her sweet, full lips, and her blueish-gray eyes regarded me kindly as she stopped behind the rest of the girls. She wore a gray beanie, a green sweatshirt, and ripped up skinny jeans with hiking boots to top it off. On her back was her Barrett, and her plasma gun was on her hip. I knew the huge gun weighed nearly thirty pounds, and it was a chore for someone as small as her to carry it around, but she made it work, and she’d rarely ever accepted my help, even when I offered. The hippie girl was sweet and kind, but she was also proud, and I had to respect that.  

    Ben was with the girls as well, and the retired military pilot wore a pair of cargo shorts that showed off his shiny prosthetic leg, a black T-shirt, hiking boots, and a baseball cap over his short light-brown hair. 

    “Ready?” I asked my team. 

    “Ready.” Anna nodded. 

    “Yup.” Bailey smiled. 

    “I’m so excited to see this museum,” Paige said as we started to pile into the jeep. 

    “Of course, you would be.” Tara rolled her eyes. “Nerd.” 

    “Prep.” Paige stuck her tongue out at the platinum-blonde. 

    “Uh!” Tara scoffed. “Offensive much.” 

    “You’re kidding, right?” Paige asked dryly.  

    “Yeah, I just wanted to see your face when I said it,” Tara laughed. 

    “Whatever, just get in,” Paige said, and she smacked Tara playfully and shoved her into the back seat.  

    The girls all rode in the back so Ben could ride up front with me. We’d cleared off a trailer the night before so we could try and haul one of the planes back if we found one small enough, but I didn’t want to take more than one vehicle. It was not only a waste of gas, but we’d be easier to spot if there were two jeeps instead of just one. We did bring a barrel of fuel with us as well so we could fuel up the plane, but there was still plenty of room on the trailer for a small plane if we could find one.  

    Anna typically rode up front with me, but today she squished into the back with Tara, Paige, and Bailey, who were all used to riding there. The redhead caught my eye in the rearview mirror for a second, and she looked over at the other three girls, raised an eyebrow, and shook her head. I smiled in return, and after our private joke was over, I turned the jeep on and it roared to life.  

    I pulled out from behind the building, and as I did so, I saw Hammer guarding the front door once again. I nodded to the SEAL, and he nodded back. I liked the guy, and regardless of whether or not the Captain made good on his word, I had a hunch I could get Hammer on board. 

    We were all quiet as we made our way through the small town area back toward Norfolk. The sun had just barely broken the horizon, and the day was still a deep blue as the night began to fade. I rolled the window down slightly and breathed in the crisp morning air as we drove. I could smell the saltwater from the sea, and it reminded me of going to the beach as a child.  

    Ben was in the passenger seat with his window rolled partially down as well. His elbow was leaned against the bottom half of the window, and he stared straight ahead with serious eyes that took in all of his surroundings. I knew that face, I had that face a lot of the time. It was the face of a military man evaluating the situation he was about to enter into. Ben was focused and ready for anything, which only made me like him more. 

    The girls were quiet in the back as well, which was almost surprising, but when I glanced back I saw they all were staring out the windows. It hadn’t been a pretty sight when we’d come through the night before, with Norfolk being covered in trash and debris, but there was something about the light of a new day that had the ability to make everything seem beautiful. 

    We arrived at the bridge in no time, and I stopped and glanced out to the water to make sure no NK ships were nearby as we crossed. I didn’t see anything, but it was still tense as we made our way across the bridge and into Norfolk.  

    “Okay,” Paige said once we were across the river. “The split is up here in just a couple blocks.” 

    “Alright.” I nodded, but just then I scanned the area again. 

    There were two NK foot soldiers at the end of the block, so I hit the gas and whipped the jeep to the right into an alley between a couple of buildings. 

    We had company.  

    

  


   
    Chapter 6 

    “What the hell?” Tara asked as we came to a complete stop. 

    “We’ve got company,” I said as I yanked my plasma gun from my hip. 

    “Shit,” Anna said as she did the same. “How many?” 

    “Two that I saw,” I answered. “But probably more.” 

    It wasn’t often I would pull my vehicle off the road for two soldiers, but I knew they’d be carrying the same plasma weapons we had, and they were capable of doing serious damage to the jeep, not to mention my team.  

    If one of those soldiers managed to hit a tire, it would be completely destroyed in a millisecond. That was a risk I just couldn’t take. 

    We quickly climbed out of the jeep, and I turned to head toward the edge of the building, but Bailey pointed behind me, deeper into the alley. 

    “There’s a fire ladder,” she said. “We can get to the roof.” 

    “You and Paige head up there.” I nodded as I turned around to check out the ladder. “Everyone else come with me.” 

    “Roger that,” Anna said, and she was right next to me in an instant. 

    Paige and Bailey went the opposite way, and I heard the metal of the ladder clank as they climbed up it.  

    I led the rest of the group along the walls of the building toward the road. Once we were near the edge of the building, I gestured for everyone to stay behind me as I carefully peered around the building. 

    A blast from a plasma gun hit the building just as my head came into view, but I had anticipated that, so I pulled back just in time. Some debris splattered from the impact of the blast, and I could smell the heat the plasma gun produced. 

    “Fuckers,” Tara cursed as she glared past me. 

    “What’s the plan?” Anna asked. 

    “It seems they’re a better shot than some of the other soldiers we’ve seen,” I said. “And they know where we’re at.” 

    “What about Bailey?” the redhead asked. 

    “Bailey, can you hear us?” I asked as loudly as I was comfortable with. If she could hear me, great, if not, I wasn’t going to yell and hand the NK soldiers our plan on a silver platter. 

    “I can hear you,” I heard Bailey’s sweet voice from above me. “We don’t have a shot on them, though. They’re behind a building.” 

    “I was afraid of that.” I shook my head. “What building?” 

    “It’s right across the street and up two,” Paige informed us. “They’re on the side of it like you are, so we can’t get a shot.” 

    “We need to sneak over there,” Tara said.  

    “We don’t know how many there are,” Anna pointed out. 

    “No, we don’t,” I agreed. “But if they radio for backup then it won’t matter. Tara’s right, we need to sneak over and take them out.” 

    “What’s to say they haven’t radioed out already?” Ben asked. 

    “You know the answer to that question as well as I do.” I shook my head. “But we’ve got to try.” 

    “Go,” Ben said. “I’ll stay here and fire at them so they’ll think we’re in the same spot.” 

    “You and Tara should go,” Anna said. “I’ll stay with Ben.” 

    “Let’s do this shit,” the platinum-blonde said. 

    “Alright.” I nodded. “You two stay here and keep the shots going. Bailey, Paige, you two let them know if anything changes.” 

    “We’re on it,” Paige assured me. 

    “Let’s move,” I told Tara. 

    The platinum-blonde grinned and followed me as I headed further back into the alley. It wasn’t the greatest plan ever, but this wasn’t the first time I’d been in a shootout. They could last forever, especially if neither team was stupid enough to reveal any part of themselves except their weapon.  

    It was always the same thing, one side fires, the other side fires, they fire at the same time. The buildings get tore up, ammo gets depleted, but nobody dies until someone is dumb enough to pop their head out just a bit too far. 

    I didn’t have time to wait around and play it safe. I needed to get that plane and get on with the mission. The NK soldiers from Boston were headed down here, and if we weren’t prepared for them, then we were all about to be gonners.  

    I led Tara to the back of the building, then down the other side of the street. The sun had started to rise even more, but it still wasn’t fully daylight out yet. I hoped the little bit of darkness that remained would be enough to give us a little bit of coverage when we snuck up on these assholes. 

    The platinum-blonde was right by my side as we made our way up the sidewalk. Paige had said the building they were behind was straight across and two up, so I made sure we went four buildings up just in case, then I led us down the alley so we could see out to the street. 

    I peered around the corner and saw flashes of light from where we’d just been. It had to be Ben and Anna keeping up the fight for us. 

    The flashes stopped, and a second later more started, this time from the building the NK soldiers were behind. Based on the angle the shots were coming from, the soldiers were in an alley just like Paige had said. They were also focused to their right, which meant they weren’t looking to their left, where Tara and I were. 

    “This is our chance,” I said, grabbed Tara, and then pulled her with me as I ran across the street. 

    “You could have just said it, you know,” Tara whispered once we were in the alleyway across the road.  

    “I’ll remember that next time we’re in this same situation,” I told her. 

    “That’s all I ask,” she whispered back. 

    I flashed the platinum-blonde a smile, then we reverted back to serious mode and made our way down the alley to the back of the buildings.  

    I quickly looked to my right and left, but I saw nothing. It seemed all the streets around here looked alike. They were covered with trash and broken glass, with a few bodies here and there. The storefronts were all so badly damaged and ransacked it was nearly impossible to tell what each store was, except by the signs, if they were still there at least. 

    Most of the buildings by us were brick, so I figured we were in an older part of town. That made sense, seeing how we were so close to the water. If anyone lived here before modern times, they would have set up close to the ocean so they’d have a means of getting food. 

    “We’ll need to watch out for the trash on the ground,” I whispered to Tara. “We don’t want them to hear us.” 

    “They don’t call me a ninja for nothin,” she told me with a grin. 

    “Alright, ninja girl.” I smiled. “Stay behind me, let’s go.” 

    Tara nodded her head, and though she’d just cracked a joke, I knew she was in serious mode once more. The platinum-blonde liked to joke around, but when it came time to get shit done, she was the first to put on her game face. 

    Tara followed me as I rounded the corner to our left and headed down the sidewalk. I had my plasma gun up and ready to shoot at a second’s notice. I couldn’t be sure there were only the two men over here, and even if there were, others could be on their way, possibly already in the area. 

    We came to the next building, and I quickly swung my plasma weapon into the alleyway, but it was clear, so I nodded to Tara and continued on. The next building should be where our men were, so I made sure to carefully place each step I took. I didn’t want to give the slightest indication that we were there, otherwise the guys could be prepared for us. The element of surprise was crucial to our plan here, and it didn’t help that the ground was covered in anything and everything that could possibly make a crunching sound if I stepped on it the wrong way.  

    With Tara right behind me, I slowly made my way to the alley. I brought us to the edge of the building, and we pressed ourselves against it before we peered around the corner to get a look at our NK friends. 

    I made sure to only put as much of my head around the corner as absolutely necessary, and as soon as I was able to see, I took a quick talley of where the men were and what we needed to do. 

    There were two soldiers, just as I had thought, and they were crouched by each other along the side of the building while Anna and Ben fired at them from the opposite side of the street. 

    Tara and I watched for a few seconds while the two of them spoke in Korean and startled whenever Ben or Anna’s plasma ray hit the side of the building and caused some debris to fall off. 

    We pulled back so we were at the back of the building, still pressed against the wall, and I looked at Tara and nodded. 

    The platinum-blonde nodded back, and I knew she understood the plan. She was used to my subtle cues, but in this particular situation, the plan seemed pretty uncomplicated. 

    As soon as Anna and Ben stopped shooting, then the NK soldiers would take their turn, and that’s when we’d fire.  

    Something in my gut told me they were too nonchalant while they were waiting, though. It was like they were stalling. 

    I realized that was exactly what they were doing. They’d already called for backup, which meant my team could be in danger. 

    Still, waiting for them to shoot back was our best chance to get both of them at once.  

    Luckily, a few seconds later, I heard the two men say something, and rustling came from the alleyway. 

    I nodded to Tara, then we both leaned around the corner and took aim. The two men had their plasma weapons drawn, and they were firing off blue rays toward where Anna and Ben were, and I fired off a ray at them.  

    The plasma gun made no sound when it fired, but the light from it hit one of the men in the head, and the man fell forward as a huge hole was burned into the back of his skull. 

    Tara fired her weapon as well, but the other man was quick, and he rolled out of the way just a split second before the light hit him. 

    Before he could get up, though, I fired at him and managed to hit him in the shoulder.  

    The man screamed and dropped his plasma weapon as he reached to grip his arm that was now halfway burnt off. 

    “Fucker,” Tara hissed, and she lined up her plasma gun and blasted a hole right through the asshole’s face. 

    “They called for backup already,” I said. “We need to warn the others.” 

    “How do you know for sure?” Tara asked, and she looked around quickly. 

    “They were stalling Anna and Ben,” I explained. “Come on.” 

    Tara followed me, and we ran down the alley toward the two dead men. Once we made it there, I peered out slowly and looked down the street.  

    I didn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. 

    “Tav!” Bailey’s voice rang through the street. “On your right!”  

    The sniper could obviously see something I couldn’t, which meant I was right, there were others in the area.  

    I quickly backtracked and made my way back to the street Tara and I had just been on. I had my plasma gun raised as I headed down the sidewalk toward the next alley. 

    I wasn’t sure how far down these guys were, but they had to be close if Bailey could see them. 

    We came to the alley, and I peered around the corner and saw four men firing off blasts in the direction of the girls. They must have been here for a moment, since we’d missed them when we’d come around the back of the building the first time. 

    Tara and I opened fire, and immediately two of the guys were down for the count. They had all been facing out of the alleyway, so they were easy targets. 

    The other two watched their buddies fall to the ground with burn holes in their heads, though, and it was clear they didn’t want to wind up like their friends.  

    One of them spun toward us and raised his plasma gun, but I was already lined up on him, and I fired a blue light right through his chest. 

    The last guy was in such a panic, he didn’t take the time to consider what he was doing, and he ran out into the road. I didn’t hear a gunshot, but I heard the small thud as his body hit the ground. 

    “Clear!” I called after I scanned the area again to be sure. 

    “Clear!” Bailey’s voice called back.  

    “What an idiot,” Tara laughed. 

    “Which one?” I asked with a playful smile. 

    “All of them, really,” the platinum-blonde said. “But I was referring to the one who ran right into Bailey’s line of sight. Poor dummy didn’t know what he was signing up for.” 

    “He’s even more of an idiot because he clearly knew there were people over there,” I chuckled. “They were shooting at them.” 

    “He panicked.” Tara shook her head. 

    “He did,” I agreed.  

    Tara and I quickly went through the NK soldier’s pockets and took anything that seemed useful. We gathered all their plasma weapons, of course, as well as the extra pods they kept on them. We also managed to find a few lighters, some rope, and a couple of nice knives. There was also an overabundance of cigarettes, but we left those with the bodies. 

    “Hey,” Anna said as she and Ben walked over to us. “You guys need help?” 

    “Just finishing up,” I told her. “You wanna grab the stuff from that pile?” 

    “We’re on it,” the redhead assured me.  

    It didn’t take long for us to pack everything into the jeep, then we followed the route Paige marked out for us and headed toward the museum.  

    I made sure to scan the area as we went, and I saw Ben do the same. I hadn’t felt safe before we’d run into those foot soldiers, and I definitely didn’t feel safe now. We were in enemy territory, and that was always worrisome, but it was even more so with these plasma weapons involved. The guns could annihilate anything in their path, and unlike a gunshot wound, I had no idea how to stitch up a scrape or in and out made with one of them. 

    The military aviation museum was all the way across town, so it was a decent drive over there, but the view was nice as the sun came up. I watched as the day went from light blue to orange, to the bright yellow of the sun. The sky was clear, except for a few clouds, and as we made our way to Virginia Beach, everyone was quiet and calm. 

    “We’re almost there,” Paige said after a while. 

    A few minutes later, I saw a dinosaur statue on my left.  

    “What the…” I said as I stared at the statue. 

    “Paige, are you sure this is the right place?” Anna asked hesitantly. 

    “Yes.” I watched the brunette roll her eyes in my rearview mirror. 

    “Really?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. “Because this looks like a dinosaur museum, not a plane museum.” 

    As we continued down the road, more and more dinosaurs became visible. 

    “I’m sure,” the brunette said. 

    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed. “I remember seeing them last time we were here. They call it Jurassic Park or something. It’s like a tourist attraction.” 

    “Right.” Paige nodded. “It’s owned by the museum, but it's not part of the museum.” 

    “Whatever you say.” Tara shrugged. 

    “Just follow the dinosaurs, Tav,” Paige chuckled. 

    “Never thought I’d hear those words strung together like that,” I laughed. “But alright.” 

    I did as Paige said, and after a while I saw an entrance with a large building at the end of the driveway. The building looked like a large hanger. It was brick on the sides, with large white hanger doors in the middle. There were a few other buildings nearby that looked like they probably stored planes as well, but it was clear the larger building was the main attraction.  

    The place was clearly abandoned, the grass was overgrown, and the building was covered with dirt and leaves, but there wasn’t a lot of debris around, so it didn’t look like anybody had been there recently.  

    “It looks like it’s intact,” Paige said as we pulled up to the building. 

    “It appears so.” I nodded. 

    “Should we clear it?” Bailey asked. 

    “It’s a pretty large area,” I said, and I pursed my lips. “Let’s just keep our wits about us.” 

    “Sounds good to me,” Anna agreed, and she opened her door and hopped out so she could stretch. 

    Something about the place told me we were there alone. I doubted anybody had come back here for any reason after the EMP hit. Most people were incapable of flying a plane, and a lot of people didn’t know this place existed. I hadn’t known about it until Paige had told me.  

    “Alright,” I said as I shut the jeep off and climbed out. “Let’s see what we can find.” 

    “Ooooh, I’m so excited,” Paige squealed, and she flashed me a wide grin. 

    “Nerd,” Tara teased. 

    “Count me in that nerd club, then,” Ben said. “Because I’m excited, too. I know we’re here to get a specific plane, but I love aircraft museums.” 

    “You’ll especially love this one,” Paige said. “Every aircraft is functional. Or was, anyway.” 

    “You’re kidding,” Ben said with a shake of his head. 

    “That’s why I chose this place,” the brunette said. “I thought it would make it easier to find one that still worked after the EMP.” 

    “I would think so.” Ben smiled and held up his hand. “High five.” 

    “High five!” Paige laughed and smacked the pilot’s hand.  

    My brunette navigator was smart as hell. I’d trusted her from the beginning, but I hadn’t realized this was a museum where all the planes were already able to be flown. Starting with a stockpile like that would make the process a lot easier. We didn’t have to worry about whether it was because of the EMP or something wrong with the plane. All of them were in working order, so if they didn’t work, it had to be the EMP. 

    The building was also quite large, so I figured they probably had quite a few planes inside. I didn’t think this was going to be one of those tiny museums with only a few attractions. No, this place seemed like a decent tourist attraction. There had been a sign in the driveway that said something about Virginia Beach Airport. I’d ignored it at first, but if what Paige said was true, then there was probably an area out behind the building where they could fly the planes. 

    “Do they do air shows here?” I asked out of pure curiosity. 

    “I don’t know about air shows.” Paige pursed her lips as we walked toward the building. “But I know they offer plane rides during flight season. I was really disappointed last time because we came at the wrong time of year.” 

    “Yeah, I remember that.” Bailey nodded. “I was kinda sad about that, too.” 

    “Oh, Bailey,” Tara said, and she patted the blonde on the shoulder. “You don’t have to lie to make Paige feel better.” 

    “I’m not lying,” Bailey laughed and swatted Tara’s hand away. “This place was really cool, you’ll see.”  

    I wasn’t sure if it was Paige and Ben’s excitement, or the thought of actually getting a working airplane, but as we got to the building, I found myself more excited to get inside.  

    “The front entrance is right there,” Paige said with a point toward a large door on the side of the building. 

    “Alright,” I said, and I put my hand on my plasma gun. “Everyone be prepared.” 

    “Ready,” Anna agreed, and her hand was on her plasma weapon as well.  

    I walked over to the door and jiggled the handle. I didn’t expect it to be unlocked, but with storefronts there was always the possibility that whoever owned it, or was operating it at the time, rushed off and forgot to lock up. 

    I turned the knob, and to my surprise it opened. There was a small clicking sound as the handle turned all the way, and I looked back at my crew with narrowed eyes.  

    Just because the door opened didn’t mean there was someone there, in fact, it probably meant the opposite, but still, I’d rather be safe than sorry. 

    The girls nodded to me. The plan had changed, it was time to clear the building.  

    Anna was right behind me in line, and Paige was behind her. Tara was next, and Bailey brought up the rear. Ben was last, which I think was mostly because the girls were so used to their spots in line they automatically lined up without even thinking about where Ben would go. 

    The pilot didn’t seem to mind, though. His eyes were narrowed, too, and he had his plasma weapon in his hand and pointed at the ground. 

    I pulled my weapon off my hip and held it the same way, then I carefully pushed the door to the museum open. To our right there was a ticket counter, but it was closed. There was a metal protector pulled down over it, and a schedule for Christmas tacked in the window.  

    I had almost forgotten the EMP hit during Christmas vacation, but that little schedule was an eerie reminder of how the world as we knew it ended. 

    It was dark in the hallway since it was just a long corridor, but I could see a set of doors further down that I assumed led to the hanger section of the building. 

    “Follow me,” I said, and I waved my team along. 

    On the walls of the hallway were photos, plaques, and informative brochures. I saw a photo of the man I assumed was the owner on the day of the grand opening. There was also a plaque for some award the museum had won, and a few paragraphs detailing how the museum began. 

    We made our way to the doors at the end of the hallway, then I paused and looked at my team. I nodded, then we all rushed inside. I flanked forward while the girls alternated sides, and though Ben hadn’t been briefed on the plan, he was a military man, and I knew he understood how to clear a room.  

    “Clear!” I hollered once we’d finished.  

    “Clear,” Ben called right back. 

    “Oh, my God,” Paige breathed as she stood in the middle of the room and looked around. “This is amazing.” 

    “It’s somethin’, alright.” Ben nodded. 

    “There’s a lot here,” Anna said. “It seems like this place was untouched.” 

    “Not quite untouched,” Ben said. 

    “What do you mean?” I asked as I walked toward the man. 

    “There’s an empty space here,” he said with a point. 

    “Hm,” I mused as I inspected the area. Ben was right, it appeared there should have been a plane there. It was at the front of the building near the hanger doors, and it was obviously the exact size for a plane to finish off the row. 

    “Do you think someone took it?” Bailey asked with a frown. 

    “I do,” Ben chuckled. “And I’ll give you one guess as to who.” 

    “You think the owner did it?” Paige gasped. 

    “Ben’s probably right.” I nodded. “If the guy was smart, he most likely took off after everything went to shit.” 

    “My thoughts exactly,” Ben laughed.  

    “You think he just left all his planes here?” Bailey asked. 

    “You only need one.” Ben shrugged. 

    “Where could he have gotten to?” Anna asked.  

    “Yeah, how far do these planes go anyways?” Tara asked. “Don’t they, like, need to refuel or something?” 

    “All planes do,” Ben joked. “But you’d probably be surprised at these babies. A lot of them are WWⅡ planes, so you have to consider what they were originally made to do.” 

    “Soooo, where do you think he went?” Anna asked. 

    “Cuba,” Ben and I said together.  

    “Right,” Ben chuckled.  

    “That’s where I’d go,” I laughed. 

    “You’re telling me one of these things could get us to Cuba?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow.  

    “Who knows?” I replied. “We’re staying here and saving the U.S.” 

    “Fine.” Tara rolled her eyes, then she flashed me a smile. “But maybe we will go to Cuba later?” 

    “Maybe,” I laughed. “For now, let’s find a plane we can use.” 

    “What do you think, Ben?” Paige asked. 

    “We’ll probably want a bomber.” He nodded. “Let’s check those out first.” 

    Ben and Paige walked ahead, but Anna, Bailey, Tara, and I wandered around the planes and looked them over. Tara found some of the trainers to look at. I think she was drawn to them because they were the most colorful of all the planes. There were a couple bright yellow ones, and one that I think was supposed to be a sort of camouflage, but it looked kind of like cheetah print. The platinum-blonde climbed up into one of them and pretended like she was flying, which was the most adorable thing I’d ever seen. 

    “Hey!” Tara called when she heard me laughing. “I see you over there.” 

    “I didn’t realize you wanted to be a pilot,” I teased. 

    “Just trying to see what it’s all about,” Tara laughed. 

    “Some of these are really cool,” Bailey said as she and Anna walked over to me.  

    “I like the small colorful ones,” Tara said. “They’re cute. And the yellow reminds me of this car my dad had.” 

    “What kind of car was it?” Anna asked. 

    “Hm, I don’t remember exactly,” Tara said. “The logo was a little horse or something.” 

    “Your dad had a Ferrari?” the redhead asked, and she shook her head slightly.  

    “Oh, yeah, I think that’s it.” Tara nodded. “It was his favorite.” 

    “Gee, I wonder why,” Anna chuckled. 

    “I don’t get it,” Tara said as she climbed out of the plane. 

    “You really don’t know what Ferrari’s are?” Bailey asked. 

    “They’re a car, right?” the platinum-blonde asked. 

    “They’re one of the most expensive vehicles you can buy,” Anna explained. “They’re luxury cars, but they’re luxury sports cars, so they’re really fast, but also really nice.” 

    “Aren’t all really fast cars really nice?” Tara asked. 

    “No.” Anna shook her head.  

    “Oh.” Tara pursed her lips, then shrugged. “Well, anyway, the one he had was yellow.”  

    “What did your dad do again?” Bailey asked. 

    “I don’t know.” Tara shrugged again. “I think he, like, fixed phone lines or something.” 

    “That can’t be right,” Anna said. 

    “Oh, you know what my father did for a living?” the platinum-blonde asked with a raised eyebrow.  

    “No,” Anna admitted. “But I know it can’t be fixing phone lines.” 

    “Yeah, Tar,” Bailey said with a small frown. “Fixing phone lines doesn’t make you rich like your family was.” 

    “I’m pretty sure it was something to do with phones,” Tara said.  

    “He probably owned Verizon or some shit,” Anna chuckled.  

    “He did not.” Tara rolled her eyes. “I’m sure he’ll find me at some point, then you guys will totally see I was right.” 

    “Mhm.” Anna nodded. “Sure.” 

    “Whatev,” Tara said, and she playfully shoved Anna, who laughed and shoved her back. 

    “Hey, guys!” Paige called. “I think we found it!” 

    “Let’s go take a look,” I said.  

    The girls followed me over to where Paige and Ben stood in front of an aircraft. I recognized it at as WWⅡ era, but I wasn’t exactly sure what it was. The plane was dark green on top, with a tan underbelly and silver wings. It had a single propeller at the front of the plane, and several stars painted on it in various places.  

    “What is it?” Anna asked before I could. 

    “It’s a TBM Avenger,” Paige answered. 

    “This particular plane is the Avenger torpedo bomber,” Ben clarified. “She’s a real beauty. I don’t even see a scuff on her.” 

    “That seems like exactly what we need.” I nodded. “You think we can rig it to drop the plasma weapons?” 

    “I think so,” Ben agreed. “But I think there’s a bit of a problem.” 

    “What’s that?” I asked. 

    “I don’t think we’ll be able to haul it with the trailer,” he said, and he pursed his lips. 

    “Right,” I sighed. “Well, let’s see if it starts up first of all.” 

    “We need to fuel her up first, though,” I said. “Assuming the tank is empty.  

    “Of course,” Ben agreed, and he hopped down to follow me outside. 

    Then we carried the barrel of gasoline inside and rolled it over to the plane.  

    “Are we sure that’s going to work?” Bailey asked as Ben and I started fueling the plane. 

    “Renee said it would.” Paige nodded. “Remember, she explained how gas from WWⅡ and today’s gas--” 

    “Yeah, yeah,” Tara said with an eye roll. “We all remember. Soooo boring. Let’s not go over that again.” 

    “I thought it was interesting,” Paige said defensively. 

    “We know,” Anna replied dryly. “You two talked about it for, like, half an hour.” 

    “Oh, my god, riiiiiiight,” Tara said, and she threw her head back with exasperation. 

    Renee had said the high octane fuel she sent us with would work for virtually anything we would find in the museum, and I trusted the fort leader’s judgement. 

    “What’s the fuel gauge say?” I asked the pilot. 

    “Over half a tank already, though I hope the fuel didn’t go bad,” he answered. 

    “Alright, let’s top it off,” I declared, and the two of us got to work.  

    “I need everyone to stand back in case it does start up,” Ben said once we had it fueled up, and he hopped up in the pilot’s seat.  

    “Right.” I nodded and waved for the girls to follow me. 

    We made our way to the opposite side of the building and watched as Ben moved around in the cockpit.  

    A few seconds went by, and I was starting to worry, but then the propeller whooshed to life, and I heard Ben let out a yell of excitement.  

    After warming up for a few minutes, I saw Ben checking all the instrumentation and ensuring the engine would operate correctly. Once he seemed satisfied it was all in order, the propeller died down then, and the pilot hopped out as we rushed over to him. 

    “It works!” Paige squealed. 

    “Yes, it does!” Ben agreed, and the two high fived again. It was kind of adorable seeing Paige have someone to nerd out with. 

    “Now we just have to figure out how to get it back to base,” Anna reminded everyone.  

    “Are you sure we can’t haul it?” Bailey asked. 

    “I’m sure.” Ben nodded sadly. “It’d be a lot easier if we could, but it’s gonna be too heavy for that little trailer. And there’s really no way to hook it up to be pulled.” 

    “Can’t Ben just fly it back to base?” Tara asked. 

    “He could,” I said, and I pursed my lips. “But there are NK foot soldiers everywhere.” 

    “Not to mention he’d have to cross the bridge,” Paige added. “And there are enemy boats in the water.” 

    “Look,” Ben said, and he held his hands up. “It’s your call, Tav. But, I want you to know I’m confident I can get her back to base. I know we’re in enemy territory, and I’ll make sure to be careful, but I think that’s our best bet.” 

    I thought for a moment. If Ben said he could get the plane back to base, then I trusted him. He hadn’t given me any reason to doubt him up til this point, so I wasn’t going to start now. Besides, though the girls would always be my most trusted teammates, our team had grown a lot recently, and I had to trust my crew. 

    “Alright.” I nodded. “Be careful.” 

    “You got it.” Ben smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. “Now, help me get this thing out of here.” 

    It didn’t take too long for us to open the hanger doors, then Ben maneuvered the plane outside.  

    “I’ll see you back at camp!” he yelled over the roar of the engine, then he saluted us, gave another yell of excitement, and pulled the plane to the back of the building to take off. 

    We watched as the small plane raised off the ground and up into the sky. It was a strangely surreal moment, especially knowing that plane brought us one step closer to fulfilling our plan and saving the entire United States. The Captain would have to lend me his SEALs now, and that would make taking the boats a piece of cake. We already had a place designated for him to land if this plan worked, and part of me had believed it was just wishful thinking, but now we’d pulled it off. 

    Of course, I’d never doubted our ability to get a plane and fulfill our part of the deal, but it was a good feeling to see it being done. Now, we just had to get back to base and hope Ben was already there waiting for us. It would take him half the time it would take us to get back to camp. 

    It was good to see him in the pilot’s seat, though. It was clear that was where he belonged, and I didn’t know if he realized how much he’d missed it, but it was evident by his enthusiasm.  

    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s go.” 

    We closed the hanger doors, and Paige grabbed the keys from the office so she could lock the front door. It wouldn’t keep anyone out, but it would make it a whole lot easier to tell if someone had been there, and it was possible we’d need to return to this place in the future.  

    We all piled back into the jeep, and Anna regained her place in the front seat with me. 

    “Ah,” she said as she sat down and leaned back. “Home, sweet home.” 

    “Oh, my God,” Tara laughed. “Was it so bad sitting back here with us?” 

    “Yes,” Anna said with a grin. 

    “Whatev!” the platinum-blonde scoffed.  

    I shook my head at the girls, then I fired up the jeep and pulled us back down the driveway. We passed the dinosaurs again, and soon enough, we were back in Norfolk.  

    It was mid afternoon by the time we arrived back at the bridge that led to Yorktown, and once again, I scanned the area to make sure there were no enemy ships near us.  

    Except, this time, there was something in the water.

  


   
    Chapter 7 

    “Shit,” I breathed, and I quickly backed the jeep up and parked it in an alleyway.  

    “What is it?” Anna asked, and her hand was on her weapon. 

    “There’s a ship,” I explained. 

    “We should go check it out,” Bailey suggested. “Maybe we can get some quick reconnaissance in.” 

    “Good idea,” I told the blonde.  

    The ship was far enough away that if we kept low, then I didn’t think the passengers would be able to see us.  

    We hopped out of the jeep, and I led us over to the bridge. There were large pillars on either side, so Tara, Bailey, and I crouched behind one while Anna and Paige crouched behind the other.  

    We watched as the ship headed south. At least it was headed away from Yorktown, which told me they weren’t exactly sure where the American resistance was holed up. They knew we were here, though, I was sure of that. The foot soldiers had seen enough action that they had to be looking for the troops around here.  

    I wondered where the ship was headed, and where their main base of operation was set up at. I hadn’t seen any other soldiers since we’d been out that day, not since the morning. There had to be more, but there was a lot of land to cover on foot.  

    The Captain had said there were three destroyer ships he knew about, and even with just bare minimum crews that was at least a couple hundred sailors. I doubted there were that few, though. I was betting there were at least five-hundred seamen altogether, plus however many marines they had. This wasn’t the largest NK force we’d seen, but I was sure their ships were equipped with large-scale plasma weapons, which made them all the more dangerous. We couldn’t risk them finding out where the American troops were held, we needed to get to the ships sooner rather than later. 

    We waited and watched as the ship disappeared south, then we headed back to the jeep and hopped in. 

    “I can’t believe the Captain hasn’t done anything about them yet,” Anna said with a shake of her head as we started to cross the bridge. “I mean, they’re obviously looking for U.S. soldiers.” 

    “They are.” I nodded. “But I’m not surprised he hasn’t done anything. He’s just trying to keep everyone alive.” 

    “You mean he’s not actively trying to solve the situation because he doesn’t want anyone to die?” Paige asked from the back seat, and her eyebrows furrowed together. 

    “Kinda,” I agreed. “I think he doesn’t want anyone to die and for that to lead to the rest of the group getting angry and overthrowing him. I think he’s worried they’d blame him if something went wrong, so in his eyes it’s better to do nothing than to try and fail.” 

    “Whoa,” Anna chuckled. “That’s the exact opposite of the mindset I’ve always had. Trying and failing is pretty much all they teach you in sports. You try and fail and try and fail until you succeed.” The redhead shrugged. “That’s just how it is.” 

    “Technically, it’s not a terrible plan.” I shrugged. “George Washington did the same thing against the British.” 

    “What do you mean?” Bailey asked. 

    “His mission was to keep the continental army together, because as long as the army was still standing, there was still a United States,” I explained. “If he had rushed into battle and gotten all his men killed, then the U.S. would have been fucked right then and there. So, he just averted them in hopes they’d eventually give up the will to keep the war going.” 

    “Interesting,” Paige said, and her eyebrows pulled together. 

    “That doesn’t mean I agree with what he’s doing, though,” I said. “While the plan as a whole isn’t terrible, there’s a lot he could have done differently.” 

    “Like what?” Bailey asked. 

    “Well, he could have taken out a lot more of the ground soldiers without much risk,” I explained. “Then he could have obtained some plasma weapons. He could have built booby traps around the area. He had Navy SEALs just waiting to be used. It seems like he was being overcautious and missed out on some opportunities to get ahead.” 

    “It doesn’t matter anymore, though,” Bailey said with a smile. “Because we fulfilled our end of the deal, which means we’re going to take them out.” 

    “Right,” I agreed. 

    “Does that mean you’re going to take over this place, then?” Tara asked. 

    “I already told you,” I chuckled. “I don’t think the locals would take kindly to me trying to overthrow their Captain.” 

    “You admitted it yourself,” Tara said. “The guy’s an idiot.” 

    “Not my place,” I said. “In charge still? Yes.” 

    “I don’t know.” Anna pursed her lips. “I think Tara’s right. The Captain obviously doesn’t know what he’s doing. It would be better if you were in charge.” 

    “Maybe so.” I nodded. “But we aren’t going to come in here and try and steal his command. Besides, we aren’t here to get to the top of the food chain, we only need to accomplish the mission.” 

    “I don’t think we should worry about it too much,” Paige said. “Once we finish this mission, I’m sure the rest of the guys will take us more seriously.” 

    “I would hope so,” Tara laughed. “They really don’t seem to like us as it is.” 

    “They think we’re just civilians,” I explained. 

    “Well, we are civilians,” Paige chuckled. 

    “You’ve been trained,” I corrected. “You’re far more than just regular civilians.” 

    “Do they think you’re a civilian, too?” Bailey asked. 

    “I think so,” I answered with a smile.  

    “So, that’s why they hate us?” Tara asked. “They think we’re just people off the street who somehow acquired a bunch of military grade equipment and decided we were going to volunteer? Even as I’m saying it, I don’t see how that would be bad. You’d think they’d want all the help they could get.” 

    “Maybe not.” Anna pursed her lips. “They probably think we’re going to get in the way somehow.” 

    “Well, we’ll show them, won’t we.” Tara grinned. 

    “Yes, we will,” I chuckled. 

    Now that we had the plane, the SEALs were ours for the mission, and any of them who doubted us were about to feel really ridiculous. Not only was I a military man, but my girls were trained incredibly well. I couldn’t wait for them to show off their skills. Most men usually underestimated them, and it was always fun to watch their jaws drop when they saw just what the girls were capable of. 

    I had meant what I said, I wasn’t going to barge in and try to take the Captain’s command, but I would operate independently if it became necessary, and I suspected some of the military men here might follow me. The man was clearly holding on by a very thin strand, and if he melted down, or made a bad judgement call, I was ready to step up, even if that meant I’d face some backlash from his crew.  

    We arrived at the end of the bridge, and though I didn’t see the SEALs, I knew they were there, so I nodded as we drove by. It wasn’t too much longer until we made it to the old soda factory we were staying at.  

    As we pulled up, I saw our new plane parked out in front of the building. I figured using the road as a landing pad was the best thing Ben could have done, plus it put the plane right where the Captain could see it, which I didn’t mind one bit. 

    As we pulled into the driveway, Hammer waved us down, so I stopped the jeep, and he ran over to us. 

    “I see you got a plane,” he said with a nod toward where the TBM Avenger sat in front of the building. 

    “We did,” I agreed. “I made a deal with your Captain.” 

    “He told me about it.” He nodded. “I guess we’re on loan now.” 

    “Seems that way.” I smiled at his joke. 

    “You want to take over the ships?” he asked, and he tilted his head back slightly as his deep brown eyes regarded me cooly. 

    “I want to take over one ship,” I corrected. “That’s all we need in order to take out the rest.” 

    “I like your thinking,” Hammer said. “My crew has been itching to do something, too. This will be good for all of us.” 

    “I think so, too.” I nodded.  

    “Go ahead and pull on back,” he said, and he hit the side of the jeep twice then took a step back. “We’ll talk more in a little while.” 

    “Thanks,” I said, and I started the vehicle back up and pulled around back. 

    “At least Hammer seems on board.” Bailey smiled at me in the rearview.  

    “I had a feeling he would be,” I chuckled. 

    After we got out of the car, I turned to see the Captain headed straight for us. 

    “You sonofabitch!” the Captain laughed as he approached, and once he got to us, he clapped me hard on the shoulder. “I can’t believe you did it.” 

    Minji stood next to the Captain and smiled softly at me before she looked down at the ground.  

    “I never had any doubt we would,” I said. The Captain seemed almost too happy we’d been able to fulfill our end of the bargain. I had a feeling he was excited to have someone around who seemed to know what they were doing. 

    “I suppose that means it’s time for me to hold up my end of the bargain, then,” he said. 

    “I would think so.” I nodded. “I’d like to get this mission going as soon as possible.” 

    “Well, you were able to find a working plane in a matter of hours, so I think I can trust you to keep my SEALs alive,” he said.  

    “You all have done well,” Minji told me. “Very impressive work.” 

    “Thank you,” I told her. “I appreciate that.” 

    The woman blushed slightly, then she looked at the ground again, and when she glanced back up at me for a second, I saw her blush even harder. The sight of her embarrassment made my heart rate accelerate with excitement.  

    “Come on,” the Captain said. “I’ll introduce you to the SEALs.” 

    “That would be great,” I agreed.  

    “Minji, would you go get Hammer, please?” the Captain asked. 

    Minji nodded and walked toward the front of the building.  

    The Captain led us over to the fire pits where the men were gathered around. I counted seventeen men, but after a moment Minji returned with Hammer and one other man, which made nineteen all together.  

    “Perhaps it would be better for Hammer to do the introductions,” the Captain said. 

    “Sailors,” Hammer said in his best lieutenant voice, and I could tell he commanded their respect, because all the men paused what they were doing and turned to look at him. “This is Ranger Connor Tavish. He’s brought some trained men here to assist us. For the time being, though, it’s our job to assist him. He is now your superior officer pertaining to the mission he’s about to explain.” 

    Hammer stepped to the side and gestured to me. 

    I looked at the group of SEALs, and it became apparent that while they respected Hammer, they were unsure about me.  

    “Wait,” a blond-haired man said, and I recognized him as the man who’d called me a civilian the night before. “He’s a Ranger?” 

    “I am.” I nodded. “I served with the 3rd Battalion, 75th Rangers out of Fort Benning, Georgia. I did tours in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Sierra Leone. I understand your hesitance in trusting me, but all you need to know is that I’m trained, and I’m only here to help you win the fight we’re in.” 

    “And what about them?” a dark-haired man asked with a nod to the girls. “What the hell are they doing here?” 

    “Oh, excuse y--” Tara started, but I quickly grabbed her by the back of her jacket and pulled her back behind me. 

    “This is my team,” I stated, and I turned to glare at Tara. “They’ve been personally trained by me, and they will be assisting with this mission.” 

    “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” the dark-haired man muttered, and he went back to whittling something with his knife.  

    “I assure you,” I said with a fake smile. “I’m not.” 

    I didn’t care if these assholes didn’t trust me, but they weren’t going to insult my crew. 

    “Now,” I said, and I looked at each of them seriously. “What do you all know about the ships around here?” 

    The men grumbled a little bit and looked at each other, but then one of them sighed and looked up at me. 

    “There’s three destroyers,” the man said. He had light-brown hair, but it was no longer a military cut, he’d let it grow out on the top, but kept the sides short. He appeared to be a little bit younger than me, whereas a lot of the men were around my age.  

    “Thank you.” I nodded. “What else?” 

    The men looked at each other, and a couple of them shrugged slightly. 

    “Um, they come around here about once a day,” the young man said. “Then they head south. But they anchor in the water kind of by the bridge at night.” 

    I was silent as I waited for more information, but after a moment, I realized that was all they had. 

    “Hold on,” Anna said before I could. “Is that everything?” 

    “What do you want to know?” the man asked, and he shook his head slightly and copped an attitude with my second in command. 

    “What times they come around during the day,” Anna said. 

    “Also how far out they are at all times,” Paige added. 

    “Do they move during the evening?” Tara asked. 

    “Is anybody on guard duty?” Bailey added. “Day or night.” 

    “Things like that,” I said with a gesture to the girls. “That’s what I’d like to know.” 

    The men stared at me, and a couple of them looked away. It was clear they weren’t used to having to do much since they’d been under the captain’s supervision. He’d had them watching bridges for too long, and now they’d gone soft. They hadn’t even done reconnaissance on the enemy, and I knew they’d been out here plenty long enough to have gathered a lot more information than what they’d just given me. 

    I looked over to Hammer, and he stared at the ground. It was apparent he was just as disappointed in his team as I was. I had expected more from the Lieutenant, but then again, he was under the captain’s orders as well, and watching bridges didn’t exactly lend a lot of time to doing surveillance.  

    “Alright.” I nodded and clapped my hands. “We’ll be doing reconnaissance before we even think about continuing this mission.” 

    “How long will that take?” the captain asked me. 

    “At least a day,” I answered. “Two would be better. We need to see if they have a solid pattern or not. If their movements are predictable, it will make this whole thing go a lot smoother.” 

    “Alright.” He nodded. “My official orders are to have the men cooperate with you and to heed your advice.” 

    The captain turned to head away, and Minji smiled at me, then she followed him back toward the building. Once they were gone, then I turned back to my new team. 

    “What’s this plan of yours anway?” the dark-haired guy who’d copped an attitude with Anna asked.  

    “To take out those ships they have so we can focus on the even greater threat,” I said seriously. “I don’t know if your captain informed you yet or not, but there’s an even larger group of NK soldiers headed down here from Boston. They’re planning a pincer attack, and our best way to beat that is to get in front of it by taking out the troops that are already here. I’m guessing a bunch of SEALs would be down for that. Any other questions?” 

    “Nope, Ranger. We are down for that work.” 

    I looked at each of the men with a serious expression, and at that point, their faces were split with wide grins, so I nodded and turned to Hammer. 

    “Who was on guard last?” I asked. 

    “Mackelvoy, Reinards, Richardson, Pikers, and Nelson,” Hammer said, and he pointed to several men in the group.  

    “Alright,” I said. “You five take the night off, but the rest of you will be doing reconnaissance with me and the girls.” 

    “All of us?” the blond man asked. 

    “Whoever Hammer doesn’t need on bridge duty,” I clarified. 

    “Thanks,” he said with a nod. 

    “We’ll do reconnaissance in shifts all day tomorrow,” I said. “Anybody who doesn’t have a shift at night will have one in the morning, or midday. Sleep when you can, and before your shift, you report to me.” 

    “I’ll come around in just a minute to get everyone’s names,” Paige offered. “I’ll draw up a schedule and bring it back over here so you guys can look at it.” 

    “Thank you, Paige,” I told the brunette with a small smile. 

    The men looked at one another, but nobody dared to say anything. I wasn’t sure whether it was because Hammer was standing right there, or because they knew their intel was a shitshow, but either way, nobody put up a fight.  

    “As soon as Paige finishes up the schedule, we’ll get ready for the first shift,” I said. “I want us near the bridge before dark.” 

    With that, I nodded to Hammer and walked away. I wasn’t about to sit and wait for them to say anything more. As much as they didn’t like me before, I didn’t think that had changed much. I could tell a few of them felt like asses having assumed I was just a Joe Schmoe from the woods, but they still weren’t about to show me the same respect they showed Hammer.  

    Not yet, anyway.  

    Not only was I the new guy, and not only did I have a group of badass, beautiful women as my team, but I’d also just embarrassed them. That part had been inadvertent, but I didn’t think they cared much. Their egos had been bruised, and not only by me. The girls hadn’t helped much with that, either. They’d piped in and showed the guys up so bad I had to hold back a laugh. 

    These were special ops guys, and I knew they had the knowledge to do everything the girls did, they just weren’t applying it. They’d gotten lazy with the captain in charge, but that was all about to change. 

    During reconnaissance I was going to make sure they remembered their training and who they were. I wasn’t going to judge them for going a bit soft during a crisis, especially not when their superior officer was a complete moron, but I wasn’t going to let it slide, either. They were more than capable, and it was time to prove it. 

    I got back over to our camp and found Ben sitting near the fire pit.  

    “Hey,” I said with a smile, and I walked over and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good to see you here.” 

    “Good to be here,” he chuckled.  

    “How was the flight?” I asked as I took a seat on one of the logs we’d dragged over from the woods. 

    “Better than I remember,” he told me with a smile, then he shook his head and took a deep breath. “I forgot how much I enjoyed being in the air.” 

    “It’s good to get back on the horse.” I grinned. 

    “Horse?” Tara asked as she and the rest of the girls came over.  

    “It’s just an expression,” I said with a wave of my hand, then I turned to Paige. “You got everyone’s names?” 

    “Yeah.” The brunette nodded.  

    “They totally weren’t happy about it, though,” Tara giggled. 

    “Let’s cut them some slack,” I said softly. “They’ve been through a lot.” 

    “Yeah, I know,” the platinum-blonde sighed. “I just got really mad earlier.” 

    “Really?” Anna asked with mock disbelief. “We had no idea.” 

    “Whatev,” Tara said, and she rolled her eyes at the redhead, but then she looked at me and bit her lip. “Sorry, Tav.” 

    “It’s okay,” I told her. “Just remember, you’re on my team, so you’re in charge of these guys for this mission. Make sure you’re a good commander.” 

    “I hadn’t really thought about that,” Tara said. 

    “I’m not going to put them in charge.” I shrugged. “If we need to split into groups, and I’m betting we will, then you girls will each be in charge of a group.” 

    “I don’t know how easy that will be,” Bailey said with a frown. “Do you think they’ll listen to us?” 

    “They’ll listen,” I told her with a small smile.  

    Regardless of whether they thought the girls should be in charge of them or not, I knew they wouldn’t disobey orders, especially not since I had Hammer on my side. Besides, the girls were just as well-trained as they were, if not more so, and when I needed to split us up, I trusted them to stick to the plan and lead their groups to victory. 

    The ship was huge, so splitting up was inevitable, I just had to figure out where everyone needed to go. I’d work on that after we finished our reconnaissance, though. For the moment, that was all I was worried about. 

    It was late afternoon, but the sun wouldn’t be down for another couple of hours, so Paige worked on the list while Tara cooked us some dinner so we could eat before we left.  

    I watched the platinum-blonde pour cans of black beans, red beans, and tomatoes into the pot. She also tossed in some smoked rabbit meat and spices. Whenever she lifted the lid to give it a stir, I could smell the hearty scent of it, and it made my mouth water.  

    “Do you want some help tonight?” Ben asked.  

    “No.” I shook my head. “That’s alright. Just keep an eye on things here.” 

    “Okay.” He nodded. “But I’m here if you need me.” 

    “I know,” I said with a smile. “Your job will come later, though.” 

    “I can’t wait,” he chuckled. 

    “Tomorrow you could look at the plane and see if you can figure out how to rig the large guns to it, though,” I suggested. “That would be really helpful.” 

    “Definitely,” Ben said. “I’ll have it done as soon as possible.” 

    “Are we doing reconnaissance tomorrow, too?” Anna asked. 

    “We’ll leave that to the SEALs,” I said. “That’s why I asked them to report to me before their shift, so I can go over my plan for them.” 

    “Alright,” the redhead agreed.  

    It wasn’t long before dinner was ready, and Tara passed out bowls to everyone. I took mine with a smile, but before I took a bite, I glanced over to see the SEALs staring at us. Maybe after they did some reconnaissance I’d let Tara cook for them. They were definitely in need of a good meal. 

    I ignored their stares and ate my dinner. The meat was tender from soaking in the juices, and the flavors were wonderful. There was a little kick of spice, but it was just enough to hit the back of my throat and add some flavor, not enough to burn my tongue.  

    Once we finished up with dinner, I headed to the tent to get ready. I hadn’t changed earlier in the day, but since we were doing reconnaissance, I figured I should put on some appropriate clothes.  

    Before I could get ready, though, Anna came into the tent and zipped it up behind her. 

    “Hey,” I said. “Is everything okay--” 

    My question was cut short as the redhead walked over and planted her lips on mine. She wrapped her arms around my neck and snaked her tongue into my mouth.  

    It was so quick, I wasn’t even sure how to respond. My body instinctively leaned into hers, and my hands rested on her thin waist. 

    The redhead kissed me with fervor, and I kissed her back just as passionately. Our tongues tangled together as she exhaled hot breaths against my lips.  

    “Mmm,” Anna moaned. “I need you right now.” 

    “You know we have to get ready to go, right?” I chuckled breathily. 

    “Then we better be quick,” she told me, and she kissed along my jaw down to my neck. 

    Her mouth made little kissing noises as she licked and nibbled on my neck, and I gripped her hips and pulled her closer to me.  

    I could feel her hips pressed against mine, and my cock twitched with anticipation. 

    “Ohhh,” Anna groaned at the feel of my cock against her. “Fuuuck, yes.” 

    The redhead quickly dropped to her knees and started to undo my shorts. She licked her lips and looked up at me through thick red lashes as she undid my zipper, and my erection sprung free. 

    “God,” she whispered as she wrapped her hand around my cock. “You’re so big. I can’t wait to have you inside me.” 

    “Fuck, that feels good,” I groaned and threw my head back as she started to stroke me.  

    The redhead licked her lips again, though, and she slowly leaned forward and took the tip of my cock into her mouth, which only made me moan louder. I reminded myself we were in a tent and there were people outside, though, so we needed to be quiet.  

    My fingers snaked their way into Anna’s hair as the redhead slowly took my cock into her mouth inch by inch until it hit the back of her throat, and even then she kept going.  

    The feel of her hot mouth wrapped around my cock made me grit my teeth and fight the urge to thrust in even farther.  

    Anna pulled back then and dragged in a deep breath as she started to stroke my cock again. A single strand of spit connected her mouth to me, and it was hot as hell to see.  

    “Fuck, you’re so sexy,” I growled. 

    “Am I sexier when I do this?” she asked, and she ripped off her tank top so her perky breasts were free, then she took my cock into her mouth once more. 

    “God, yeah,” I groaned, and I lightly pushed her further down onto my erection.  

    She took the whole of me inside her mouth and throat, and I grabbed her hair and held her there for a few seconds before I released her. 

    “Mmm,” she groaned, and she let out a sexy little chuckle as even more spit connected the two of us. “Fuck, that’s good.” 

    “Spin around,” I ordered her. 

     “Oh, I like when you tell me what to do,” she said, and she did as I commanded. 

    The redhead spun around so I could see the beautiful curve of her naked, muscular back with her long thick braid down it. She reached back and pulled it out, though, so her long red locks fell all across her shoulders and back.  

    She still had her leggings on, so I got down on my knees behind her and yanked them down just enough to reveal her perfectly-shaped ass. 

    “Mmm, fuck me, Tav,” she groaned as I reached my hand down to feel her slick pussy. 

    She was soaked with desire, and I easily slipped two fingers inside of her. She arched back and grinded her ass against my hand, and I savored the feel of her wet pussy wrapped around my fingers. 

    “God, you’re wet,” I whispered. 

    “Only for you,” she whispered back, and she looked back at me through thick lashes. “Don’t tease me.” 

    Anna lowered her chest further to the ground then so her ass was up in the air for me. She wiggled it against my fingers, and my cock twitched yet again with anticipation. 

    “You want it bad, don’t you?” I growled as I continued to fuck her with my fingers. 

    “Ohhh, so bad,” she moaned.  

    I pulled my fingers out of her and put them in my mouth. She tasted tangy and sweet, and I gave them a good lick before I reached down and pressed the tip of my cock against her entrance. 

    Anna let out another little groan as I rubbed my cock up and down her slick pussy. She was so wet, it covered the tip of me instantly, and I wanted to savor the feel of her, but I couldn’t wait any longer, so I carefully pushed my cock into her. 

    “Fuck,” Anna gasped as I began to spread her tunnel open. 

    I pushed my cock in slowly inch by inch until I couldn’t go any further, then I pulled out slightly and slammed into her. 

    “Ohhh, yess,” Anna chuckled in the sexiest way. “Harder, Tav.” 

    I grabbed onto the redhead’s hips and began to slam into her over and over again. Her moans started to grow louder, though, so I reached my hand down and covered her mouth.  

    I could feel the vibration of her voice as she moaned into my hand, but I just kept pushing in and out until I felt her drag in shallow breaths. Her body tensed, and her back arched as she came on my cock. 

    Her velvet walls gripped me and spasmed around me as she was overcome with the feel of her orgasm. I pushed even deeper as she rode out the waves of her pleasure.  

    “You feel so fucking good,” I groaned. 

    Once her orgasm was over, I grabbed her by the hips and spun her around again. This time, I laid on the floor of the tent, and Anna yanked her leggings off the rest of the way so she could straddle me. 

    The redhead reached down and guided my cock into her. 

    “Ooohhh, yessss,” she moaned as I filled her. 

    “Fuck,” I growled as I grabbed onto her hips and bounced her up and down.  

    I reached up and grabbed onto one of her perky breasts, and I used my finger and thumb to lightly pinch her taut pink nipple.  

    “Harder,” Anna gasped as she threw her head back and arched her back so her breasts thrust forward into my hand. 

    I reached up and pinched both nipples at once so Anna let out a low groan. She was getting loud again, though, so I moved my hand to cup her mouth again. 

    Anna wasn’t having it, though, and instead, she pulled a couple of my fingers into her mouth and sucked on them. The feel of her lips wrapped around my fingers paired with her pussy wrapped around my cock was enough to drive me wild. 

    “God, you’re sexy,” I groaned and grabbed her hips with my free hand so I could thrust up into her hard. 

    “Fuck,” Anna gasped again as I filled her completely. “Give it to me harder, ohhhh…” 

    The redhead groaned as I gripped her hips with both hands and thrust in and out as hard as I could. My lower abs were coated with her slickness, and I slid in and out of her easily.  

    I slammed her hips down onto me hard, and she gripped my chest with both hands and dug her nails into my pecs. 

    “Oh, God, I’m going to c-coooommee,” she moaned, and she arched her back, and her mouth hung open as her pussy gripped my cock hard. 

    She spasmed on my cock, and I held her hips in place as the pleasure overtook all my senses and I allowed myself to climax, along with her.  

    “Yessss…” I growled as my balls tensed, and my cock pulsated as I unloaded my seed deep inside of her hungry womb.  

    Anna’s pussy milked my cock for all it was worth, and once we had both finished, she collapsed on my chest with me still inside of her. 

    I wrapped my arms around her back and kissed the top of her head. 

    “I don’t know where that came from, but I’ll take it,” I chuckled. 

    “Mmm,” Anna murmured, and she looked up at me with a big satisfied smile on her face. 

    “Glad you think so,” I laughed. 

    “Ahem,” Tara’s voice said through the door of the tent. “If you two are done, some of us need to get dressed still.” 

    “Right,” I said, and I kissed the top of Anna’s head again before she rolled off me. “Be right out!” 

    “Oh, no, please take your time,” Tara said, and I could practically hear the eye roll in her voice. 

    “Someone’s cranky,” Anna muttered. 

    “I heard that,” Tara said.  

    I quickly tossed on a pair of dark blue jeans, my hiking boots, and a black shirt with a Black hoodie over top of it. I knew it would be cold out, and I wasn’t about to be caught in shorts this time of night and this close to the water.  

    After I was dressed, I hooked my plasma gun to my left hip and my M9 to my right one. I also attached my tanto blade to my hip next to my plasma gun, and I stuffed an extra plasma pod into my pocket. I doubted I would need it to refill my weapon, but it was always good to be prepared. If there was some sort of an emergency, and we got in hot water, that little pod could definitely come in handy. 

    Once I finished getting ready, I stepped out of the tent and let the girls inside. I warmed up by the fire while I waited, but it didn’t take long for them to come out.  

    Anna had kept on her black leggings and athletic shirt, but she’d thrown on a black sweatshirt on top of it. She had also changed her hair. It was now in its usual long, thick braid down her back. She had on black sneakers, and her M9 and plasma gun were attached under her arms. The redhead hardly ever wore anything but sneakers, and I had to smile at her consistency. She knew she could run faster in tennis shoes than anything else, and I knew she felt that was one of her best skills.  

    Tara now had on a pair of dark blue high-waisted jeans, a black turtleneck shirt, and her black hiking boots. She kept the military camo style jacket on, and her silenced Ruger and plasma gun were on her hips. She also had a large hunting blade on her other hip. Tara always preferred more hand to hand combat, so a knife was an excellent tool for her to have at her disposal, and I knew she liked the large buck knife she’d gotten a while ago. Her platinum-blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she had fresh lip gloss on her plump pink lips.  

    Paige had on a pair of black leggings and a dark blue hoodie. She wore her black hiking boots, and she had her trusty shotgun slung over her shoulder and her plasma gun on her hip. Her long chestnut locks were pulled up into their usual messy bun, and she smiled at me and pushed her thick black glasses further up on her nose. She had her go bag at her feet, and I had no doubt inside was a pen and paper so she could take notes while we watched the ships. Paige was nothing if not thorough. 

    Bailey still had on the same clothes she did earlier. Her blonde hair poked out from underneath her gray beanie, but her dark green sweatshirt and ripped jeans seemed appropriate for what we were doing. She had her Barrett leaned up against a tree nearby, and I could see she’d cleaned it recently. The thing practically sparkled in the evening sun. The tiny girl had to huff and puff to carry that gun around, but it was hers, and she was bound and determined to take care of it.  

    “Look at you,” Tara said, and she wriggled her eyebrows at me. “Lookin’ sexy.” 

    “Not as sexy as you girls,” I chuckled. 

    “Maybe not,” Tara teased. “But you’re getting close.” 

    “Let me know when I’ve made it there,” I laughed. 

    “So, I made the schedule for the SEALs,” Paige said. “I already gave it to them, so they should be ready.” 

    “Good.” I nodded. “I want to get there before dark.” 

    “I marked on the map where I think the best place for us to watch from is,” Paige said. 

    “I figured you had that covered,” I told her with a smile. 

    “Don’t I always?” she laughed. 

    “Yes,” I said. “And I appreciate it.” 

    “Of course,” Paige said, and she blushed a little and looked down. 

    I smiled at the brunette again, then I headed over to where the SEALs all sat near their fire. A few of them were off to the side, and they had jackets and long pants on, unlike the others, so I figured they were my crew for the night.  

    We were about to see just how well these SEALs were trained. They didn’t know it yet, but they were about to go up against my girls.  

    I wasn’t a betting man, but if I was, I’d take my girls over anybody. I just hoped they didn’t embarrass them too much.  

    “Boys,” I said with a wide grin. “Time to go.”

  


   
    Chapter 8 

    We took two jeeps over to the area near the bridge and parked them behind one of the buildings so they weren’t visible from the water. The girls and I drove in one, while the SEALs drove in the other. 

    Even if they didn’t like us, they couldn’t complain about having another vehicle around. 

    “Alright,” I said as I turned the jeep off. “I want to see what these guys are made of, so let’s give them the opportunity to do the recon before we step in.” 

    “You want us to just sit and watch?” Anna asked. 

    “In a manner of speaking,” I chuckled. “Observe like you always do, but give them the opportunity to speak first.” 

    “Alright.” Paige nodded. 

    We hopped out of the vehicle and found the SEALs waiting for us near their jeep. There were five of them with us, and I’d made sure we made introductions before we left camp. 

    The shortest of the group was a muscular man named Rivers, which I thought was funny given his profession. He was stocky, with deep brown eyes, a bald head, and dark bushy eyebrows. Like the rest of his crew, he wore a gray T-shirt underneath a military issued blue camo waterproof jacket, and matching pants. 

    The tallest was McDonald. He had bright orange hair and light blue eyes above a long nose and large orange beard. 

    There was also Bevers, Irving, and Schmit, who the other guys called Schmitty.  

    “You boys ready?” I asked with a wide grin. 

    “Do we have a choice?” McDonald asked, and he tugged on his beard. 

    “Not at all,” I told him. “Let’s go.” 

    The girls and I led the men over to the water’s edge, and we found a good spot to hunker down for surveillance. We were able to see the bridge, but also out into the open water where the ships currently were. There was a large concrete barrier up by the water, so we sat below it and got comfortable. 

    I had the girls on my right, and the SEALs on my left. I could feel the tension in the air as nobody spoke, but I wasn’t going to give it any more life than it already had, so I ignored it and focused on the task at hand.  

    Paige reached into her backpack and pulled out some binoculars. She passed them down, and I held the set out to Rivers, who was directly next to me. 

    “You need a pair of binoculars?” I asked. “We brought enough for everybody.” 

    “We got our own,” he said, and he pulled out a pair from his jacket pocket.  

    “Shit,” one of the guys further down muttered. 

    “What’s wrong?” I asked, and my eyes instantly narrowed as I tried to see what was going on. 

    “One of the lenses on my binoculars is broken,” Bevers said softly, and the man shook his head so his medium-length blond hair shook around his ears. 

    “It’s okay.” I smiled and held the pair out to him. “It happens.” 

    “Thanks,” he muttered, and he took the pair of binoculars.  

    I turned back toward the water, but out of my peripheral vision I saw Rivers give him a look, but Bevers just shrugged and looked away. Rivers was obviously not happy his teammate had needed some help, but if anything, it only served to show them I wasn’t here to be a dick, only to get the job done. Besides, it did happen. Binoculars broke. It was something we prepared for.  

    Once we were all settled in, we held up our binoculars and gazed out to the water where the boats were. All three of them were nearby, but they weren’t close to the bridge, they were in the open water. Still, we had a good view of them, so I figured we’d be fine where we were for the moment .  

    As we watched, I heard Paige scribble every now and then, and I knew the brunette was taking extremely detailed notes. She was great at reconnaissance for that exact reason. Of course, circumstances didn’t always lend themselves to note taking, but when they did, I received the most explicit notes anybody could ask for. 

    The first thing I looked for on the ships were the guards. It was night time, so they weren’t well lit except for a few lights here and there, so I checked those areas first for guards. I found there to be at least ten men on guard duty on each boat, and that was just on the main floor where I could see. I also saw two people on the command deck where the controls were. The boats had some of the large plasma weapons rigged up near the front and back so they could fire from either side, and there were two guards near each one with their eyes on the water. 

    This wouldn’t be easy, but it was possible.  

    “Alright,” I said after a while. “What do we know so far?” 

    Paige went to open her mouth, but I raised an eyebrow at her, and she closed it and looked away. I knew it would kill the brunette to not be able to be the one with the answers, but I needed to better gauge the SEALs.  

    A minute passed, though, and nobody said anything. 

    “Bevers,” I said. “What have you found out so far?” 

    “There’s nine guards posted on the deck each ship,” he said. “Two by each of the plasma weapons they have on board.” 

    “Actually, there’s twelve guards on one and ten on the other two,” Paige said. 

    “Paige is right,” I said. “The larger ship has an extra guard at each end, but the other two have ten out on the main floor. Rivers, what else?” 

    “Alright,” the man said, and he ran his tongue along the inside of his cheek. “There’s two men in the control room on each ship.” 

    “Correct,” I said. “McDonald?”  

    “They haven’t moved,” he noted. “So they must be anchored here for the night.” 

    “I think you’re right,” I agreed. “What does that mean?” 

    “This would be the best place to strike,” he answered. “We know where they’re at.” 

    “We’ll know that for sure if they’re in the same place tomorrow night,” I said. “How are we going to get onto the ship? Has anybody found a way on yet?’’ 

    The men were all silent, but then Bailey raised her hand. 

    “Yes, Bailey,” I chuckled. 

    “There’s ladders at the rear end of the boats,” the blonde hippie girl said. “They’re pretty close to the plasma weapons, though.” 

    “I didn’t see any ladders,” Schmitty said, and his eyes narrowed slightly as he thought. The man had long brown curls that hung to his shoulders and deep green eyes. 

    “They might be hard to see since it’s so dark,” Bailey said. “But if you look closely you can see the reflection of the metal from the moonlight. Just give your eyes a minute to adjust, and I bet it will come into view.” 

    Bailey smiled at the men, and I couldn’t help but think that even when she was showing them up, she was still super sweet.  

    It was just as I had suspected. SEALs were the best of the best, and while I had a lot of pride in my Rangers, the average SEAL went through way more shit to earn membership in that team than a Ranger did. Still, every team needed good leadership, motivation, and chances to “sharpen the saw.” These men had gone a little soft since they hadn’t needed to use their training for so long. It didn’t help that a couple of them were clearly younger guys, so I wasn’t sure how long they’d been in the service before the EMP hit and turned everything upside down. 

    The girls had shown them up already, and I figured that was enough humiliation for the night.  

    “Alright,” I said. “So, we know more now than we did before. What don’t we know, and how do we find it out?” 

    “Is this how you all make plans?” Bevers asked with a furrowed brow. 

    “It is.” I nodded. “I find that talking it through usually eliminates any sort of issues that might arise if only one person’s perspective is taken into account.” 

    “Hm,” the SEAL muttered, then he sniffed and looked away. 

    “Girls?” I asked. “Any input?” 

    “We know we’re going to use the ladders there,” Anna said. “But we need a way to get out there.” 

    “We need boats,” Bailey said. 

    “Rafts, really,” Paige clarified. “I bet I can find a place that sells life rafts or something around here. We could check it out and see if we can find anything. There might be something left.” 

    “Good idea,” I told her. 

    “I feel like we need to figure out the layout of the boats,” Tara said. “We need to know how to get around, otherwise we’re going to be going in blind.” 

    “Right.” I nodded. 

    “Buuuut,” the platinum-blonde said. “If we went in to get the layout, even if it was just you and me on a stealth mission, there would be the possibility of us getting found out, and if they knew we were on board, that would ruin our entire plan.” 

    “It would,” I agreed. “We need a better way to find the layout.” 

    “Blueprints!” Paige exclaimed. “The U.S. gave South Korea those destroyers, right?” 

    “I believe so,” I confirmed.  

    “Then they should have schematics for them somewhere,” the brunette said. “We’re right by a Naval Base. Plus there’s a bunch of military museums and stuff around here. Those schematics have got to be here somewhere, we just have to find them.” 

    “There’s a library on base,” Bevers said. “I bet they’re in the archives.” 

    “Oh, yeah.” Paige smiled. “I bet you’re right.” 

    “We’ll head over there tomorrow,” I said. “But I also want at least one more night of surveillance.” 

    “You really think anything is going to change?” McDonald asked. 

    “I don’t know,” I said. “But if it doesn’t, then that gives us a more exact time frame to do things. We need to know when shift change is, and when they head back out for the morning.” 

    “Good point,” the man agreed. “I guess I’m not used to having to do much of the reconnaissance myself.” 

    “Yeah.” Bevers nodded. “Usually we got intel from the Amphibious Platoon, we’d create a plan, and then go into action.” 

    I’d almost forgotten SEALs didn’t always have to do reconnaissance for their own missions. It was second nature to me to want to gather intel myself. Maybe I was a control freak, but I liked doing reconnaissance. It made me feel absolutely sure I knew what I was headed into. I didn’t like the idea of someone else doing my reconnaissance for me. 

    “Unfortunately, we don’t have that luxury here,” I said.  

    “I don’t think I could deal with someone doing my reconnaissance,” Anna said, and her face pulled into a grimace. “I want to make sure I know everything I possibly can before I go on a mission.” 

    The redhead said exactly what I was thinking, and I had to stifle a laugh because, while I had thought it, I wasn’t going to say it. I didn’t want to make the SEALs feel like I was judging them for not doing their own recon, but it was too late for that now, so I just nodded to Anna and turned back to the men. 

    “Thanks for coming out with us,” I told them. 

    “We didn’t really have a choice,” Rivers reminded me. 

    “There’s always a choice,” I said. “You all could have left camp a long time ago, but you chose to stay, and I respect that.” 

    “Oh, well, thanks,” Rivers said, and he gave me a small nod. 

    I meant what I said, I respected any man, or woman, who chose to stay and fight for their country. In times like these, it wasn’t uncommon to be a deserter, which made me respect these men all the more. They may not like me so much, but I think I was growing on them, and now that they understood my team and I were serious about this mission, they seemed to show us a bit more respect than they had before.  

    We stayed for a few more hours, until shift change, then I figured it was time for the girls and I to head back. We were going to need to go on a run during the day, and I didn’t want them completely exhausted by that time. Besides, since I’d seen shift change and the way the guards behaved, I had done all the reconnaissance I needed to. I could leave the guys with a simple task and it would be fine.  

    “Alright, fellas,” I said. “You think you guys can stay until they head out? I want the girls to get some rest since we need to run to the library during the day.” 

    “Yeah.” Rivers nodded. “We got this. You guys go.” 

    “Thanks,” I told him with a smile. I wasn’t sure if it was because I was nice to him earlier, or if he wanted to prove himself somehow, but Rivers didn’t seem upset about having to stay. Actually, none of the SEALs did, which I figured was a step in the right direction. 

    I nodded to the girls, and we all headed back to the jeep and hopped in. It was cold out, but I hadn’t realized how cold I’d gotten sitting on the ground until I moved my body. I immediately warmed up from the movement, and my toes and fingers prickled as they came to life again. 

    I turned the ignition and the jeep roared to life, so I carefully led us to the back road away from the water and started back toward our camp. 

    We now had the SEALs on our team, we had a plane, and a pilot to fly it, and we were only a day or so away from taking out these ships and stopping the pincer attack the NK troops were planning. Things were lining up. 

    “That wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be,” Tara said. 

    “How bad did you think it would be?” Anna chuckled. 

    “I don’t know.” The platinum-blonde shrugged. “Like, a five at least. But that was more like a two or three.” 

    “Are we supposed to know what those numbers mean?” Anna asked, and she yawned and stretched and rolled her window down just a couple inches to feel the fresh air on her face. 

    “I mean, I was expecting them to be way more mad about being out there with us,” Tara said. “But they didn’t seem to mind so much. Especially after Paige and Bailey corrected them.” 

    “I didn’t mean to,” Bailey said. “I tried to be nice about it.” 

    “I know,” Tara laughed. “And we love you for it, but it was still funny.” 

    “Like I said, these guys didn’t have to do much with the captain in charge,” I said.  

    “It seemed like they didn’t do a lot of reconnaissance even before that,” Anna said. “Is it true what they said about getting their intel from someone else?” 

    “Most likely.” I nodded.  

    “Some reptilian patrol or something?” Tara asked with a small shake of her head. 

    “Pretty sure he said Amphibious,” Paige corrected. “Meaning patrols for land and water.” 

    “Oh,” Tara chuckled. “That makes more sense.” 

    “Yes,” I said. “SEALs are tough men, and I’m sure once we get down to business, we’ll see these guys shine, but I don’t doubt they didn’t do a lot of reconnaissance themselves. They got sent around the world on a moment’s notice, so they were briefed very thoroughly by staff, and rehearsed the missions to perfection, but they didn’t spend weeks doing their own recon.” 

    “Paige, you really think you can find us some rafts?” Anna asked. 

    “I can find a place where they sell them,” the brunette said with a shrug. “That’s about all I can do, though. I can’t promise any will be there.” 

    “If any of these people were smart they would’ve taken them and gone to Cuba like the museum guy,” Tara said. 

    “Do you know how long it would take to get from here to Cuba on a raft?” Paige asked, and her mouth fell open with disbelief. 

    “I don’t know,” Tara said. “What, like, a day or two?” 

    “Try triple that,” Paige laughed. “At least.”  

    “Wouldn’t you pass The Bahamas to get to Cuba?” Bailey asked. 

    “Yeah.” Paige nodded. 

    “Oh, shit,” Tara said. “Why are we goin’ to Cuba, then? We should totally go to The Bahamas instead.” 

    “We aren’t going to Cuba,” Anna laughed. 

    “Okay, but if we’re going anywhere, I vote Bahamas,” the platinum-blonde said. “I vacationed there for spring break one year, and it was amazing. Except my friend Tiffany insisted we go swimming with the pigs, and I had to fake sick all morning and sneak down to the pool just to get out of it.” 

    “We have led very different lives,” Bailey said with a small shake of her head. 

    “Wait, did you say swimming with the pigs?” Anna asked. “What the fuck is that?” 

    “I don’t know,” Tara said. “I guess there are, like, these pigs that like to swim or something? You can pay to swim with them.” 

    “Oh, my God, that’s so cute,” Bailey said. 

    “Right!” Paige exclaimed. “I want to swim with little piggies.” 

    “You guys are gross,” Tara said. 

    “What?” Bailey laughed. “I bet they’re adorable.” 

    “They’re icky,” Tara said, and she wrinkled her nose. “The only good pig is the bacon in my breakfast.” 

    “You still feel that way now?” Paige asked. 

    “Uh, yeah,” Tara said. “I like horses, and I tolerate the cows we have because, hello, hamburger. But pigs? No, thank you.” 

    “You know pigs are smarter than dogs,” Paige said. 

    “Really?” Anna asked. 

    “Yeah,” the brunette confirmed. “They did a study.” 

    “Who did a study?” Tara asked, and she cocked her head to the side. “Sounds like a bunch of vegan bullshit. No offense, Bail.” 

    “None taken,” Bailey laughed.  

    “I watched something about it on PBS one time,” Paige said. 

    “PBS?” Tara asked. “Seriously?” 

    “What’s wrong with PBS?” the brunette laughed. 

    “Well, first off…” Tara’s voice trailed off as I shook my head and focused on the road in front of me. 

    The girls had an uncanny ability to find something to talk about, no matter how small, or how dire our circumstances were. Luckily at the moment, things weren’t too bad, and I relaxed a bit and listened to their playful bickering as I drove us back to camp. 

    It was still dark when we arrived, but I saw the glow of our fire pit, and as we pulled up, I could see Ben was still out there stoking the flames. 

    “Hey,” I said as I hopped out of the jeep. “What are you still doing awake?”  

    “Figured I would stand watch,” he said. 

    “Good idea,” I told him.  

    There were SEALs in place, so I hadn’t asked him to stand guard, but another pair of eyes never hurt, especially since we were the new guys in the area. Though it did seem the SEALs were growing to like us.  

    The girls all followed me over to the fire, and we sat down for a moment. I kicked my feet out toward the flames and soaked in the warmth.  

    “Cold out there?” Ben chuckled. 

    “Freezing,” Paige said, and she held her hands out to the flames. 

    “I feel fine.” Tara shrugged. 

    “You’re crazy,” Anna laughed. “It’s like thirty degrees out tonight.” 

    “This jacket’s pretty warm,” the platinum-blonde said. 

    “How’d recon go?” Ben asked. 

    “Not bad,” I said. “The girls and I are going to head to the military library tomorrow to see if we can dig up some blueprints for the destroyers they have out in the water.” 

    “That’s a good idea.” He nodded. “Oh, the Cadets were asking about you earlier.” 

    “Is everything okay with them?” I asked.  

    “Yeah,” Ben chuckled. “It’s fine. They just seem eager. They said if I saw you before they did to offer their services.” 

    “Of course, they did,” I laughed.  

    The two Cadets we had left were ambitious and determined individuals, and I had no doubt they were going a little stir crazy now that we were here. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much for them to do at the moment. They just needed to wait it out until it was time to attack the NK army that came down from Boston. Until then, the girls and I, with the help of the SEALs, would handle things. 

    Once we took out the destroyers, then there wouldn’t be an immediate threat in the area, then we could really make a plan to get ahead of the Boston troops. We’d have the whole city to utilize, and if we were careful, we could even trick them into thinking there wasn’t anything wrong.  

    “Tell them I appreciate it,” I said. “But right now they just need to settle in. Have them spar with some of the civilians. You can tell them they’re in charge of it. That should keep them busy for a day or two.” 

    “Will do,” Ben laughed.  

    “Okay,” Paige said, and I looked over to see she had her map on her lap. “I found a couple of stores that look like they’d sell rafts. Is there anything else we need while we’re out tomorrow? I can make sure to mark it on the map and set up a course.” 

    The brunette asked so nonchalantly, it was almost as if she were running to the store and making sure we didn’t need anything but milk and bread. 

    “We have the walkie talkies,” Anna said. “And we brought flashlights. I think all we really need is the rafts.” 

    “Aren’t we going to the military base tomorrow?” Tara asked. 

    “That’s the plan.” Paige nodded. 

    “Do you think they’ll have any cool outfits there?” the platinum-blonde asked. 

    “Outfits?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “Yeah, like for going in the water?” Tara asked. “Diving suits?” 

    “Oh.” Anna’s eyes widened a little when she realized Tara’s question had some validity to it. “I don’t know, but probably.” 

    “That’s a good idea, Tara,” I said. “We’ll look around while we’re there.” 

    “Okay,” the platinum-blonde nodded and then stretched and yawned. “I think I’m going to bed, though. Wake me up when it’s time to go.” 

    “I’m right behind you,” Bailey said, and she stood up to follow Tara to our tent.  

    Anna and Paige left just a minute later, but I stayed by the fire with Ben and finished warming up my feet. 

    The next morning I woke the girls up just after dawn and fed them a breakfast of Betty’s homemade power bars and coffee. I also found the SEALs who were taking over for the day recon and provided them with a pen and paper and some instructions on what information I wanted specifically. I think the group from the night before got to them, because they didn’t give me nearly as much attitude as I had expected. Either that, or Hammer had a word with them. 

    After I finished with that, I headed to the captain to see if he could show me their equipment. Tara had mentioned diving suits the night before, and while they weren’t a necessity, it would be nice to have them if we needed to go in the water for any reason, including going overboard during a fight.  

    I nodded to a couple of the SEALs posted around the building as I made my way up to the Captain’s quarters and knocked on the door. 

    “Come in,” he called.  

    “Hey,” I said as I opened the door. “Do you have a minute?” 

    “Sure.” He nodded. “Minji and I were just discussing the plan you drafted.” 

    “Oh,” I said, and I looked over to see the beautiful Korean woman sitting on the small couch on the far wall. “I didn’t see you there.” 

    “That’s okay.” She smiled. “I’m quiet.” 

    “Damn girl always sneaks up on me,” the captain laughed. “She moves like a mouse.” 

    I smiled back at Minji and then turned to the captain.  

    “I was just hoping you could show me the supplies you have,” I said.  

    “We have plenty of rations,” the captain said with pinched together eyebrows. “Are you running low?” 

    “Not at all,” I chuckled. “I actually meant your tactical supplies. The girls and I were going to look for rafts today, but I wanted to take stock of what was already here before we went through the trouble of finding something else.” 

    “Oh, I see.” He nodded. “Of course, I can show you where they’re at.” 

    “I’m headed there to take inventory,” Minji said. “I can show him if you’d like.” 

    “That would be great,” the captain said with a smile. “Thank you, Minji.” 

    “Of course, captain,” the beautiful woman said, and she stood up and walked to the door. 

    Her dark hair swayed as she walked by me, and I caught the scent of her. She smelled sweet and floral, but also earthy, like a field of flowers, and I felt my heart rate pick up slightly in response.  

    I followed Minji out of the captain’s office and down the staircase to the large open floor of the factory. As we walked, I couldn’t help but notice the way her perfectly shaped ass swayed, so I stepped up next to her to distract myself. 

    “You do inventory every day?” I asked. 

    “Yes.” She nodded. “It helps us make sure we don’t use too much too soon.” 

    “That’s smart,” I said. “Paige, the girl you met before who translated the orders, she normally does inventory for us.” 

    “Yes, she is a very lovely girl,” Minji said, and she turned to smile at me, but then her cheeks lit up as she blushed. “You are very lucky to have her on your team.” 

    “I am,” I said with a smile of my own. Minji had the slightest accent, and for some reason, I found it utterly enticing. The Korean woman spoke more formally than most people I knew who were raised native English speakers, and it made everything she said seem far more proper than it actually was. 

    “The beautiful blonde,” Minji said, and she blushed and looked away. “She is your girlfriend?” 

    “Oh, uh, yes,” I said and rubbed the back of my neck nervously. “Actually, they’re all my girlfriends. We’ve been together for a little over a year.” 

    “Oh.” Minji’s eyes flashed over to me, and they were as wide as saucers, then she looked away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.” 

    “It’s alright,” I chuckled. “Nothing to be sorry about. I hope that doesn’t upset you.” 

    “Not at all.” She shook her head. “But your personal life is not my business anyways.” 

    She looked down again, but I saw that her cheeks were bright red. 

    “It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t mind talking about it.” 

    Minji’s eyes flashed to me again, but then she bit her lip and looked away. 

    “You don’t have a boyfriend?” I asked.  

    “Me?” she asked, and she looked at me with surprise and shook her head. “No, I… no.” 

    “None of the guys here seem appealing?” I chuckled. 

    “Not so much,” she said softly, but then she let a small smile slip through her lips. “We’re here.” 

    Minji stopped at a pair of double doors that led further back into the factory, then she pushed one open to reveal the makeshift arsenal they’d created. 

    “Nice.” I grinned. “This is great. The Navy guys must have really cleaned house on base.” 

    “They took all they could.” She nodded. 

    “Do you have an inventory list for in here?” I asked. 

    “There’s one right here,” Minji said, and she reached over to the wall and pulled a clipboard down. “It should be up to date. I take inventory of the food rations daily, but in here is only done once a week since it isn’t used as frequently.” 

    “That’s okay,” I said. “Thank you. Do you know if you all have any rafts?” 

    “I do not think so,” she said with a frown. “But I thought I would help you look to be sure.” 

    “Okay.” I nodded. “What about wetsuits?” 

    “We do have some of those, yes,” she said, and she led me over to a large table where clothing was folded up and displayed for easy access. 

    There were plenty of wet suits there, but none of them were full body. Most of them were short sleeve and short style, which would work well for our purposes. That way, we could still put our regular clothes on over them, but if we had to get in the water, our core would remain at a decent temperature.  

    “These are perfect,” I said. “Thank you.” 

    “Of course,” Minji told me with a smile. “Let me look for rafts for you.” 

    “I’ll help,” I said, and we started to walk around the large room and look through the boxes and things that were stacked up.  

    I’d be slightly surprised if they didn’t have any rafts, considering they’d managed to raid the Navy base and get the rest of these supplies. Then again, a lot of the rafts were probably kept in the ships, and they’d been the first thing the NK troops had taken over.  

    I helped Minji look for a few minutes, but I knew it was getting lighter outside, and I wanted to get going, so I decided I needed to head out. 

    “I don’t see any,” I said with a small smile. “That’s okay, though. The girls and I will find some.” 

    “I will keep looking,” Minji said. 

    “Don’t worry about it,” I told her with a shake of my head. “I know you were headed to do inventory. I don’t want to keep you from your work. We’ll get some while we’re out today.” 

    “It’s very brave of you all to go into the city,” she said. “The Captain has kept us all very close to camp.” 

    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I noticed that.” 

    “Be careful,” Minji said, and she bit her lip and looked down. 

    “We will.” I grinned since it seemed Tara was right, the Korean woman did like me. “I’ll see you later.” 

    Minji smiled back at me as I headed l out the double doors and to the back of the building where our camp was set up.  

    “Finally,” Tara said as I walked over to the jeep.  

    “Sorry,” I chuckled. “I was seeing what supplies they already had here.” 

    “Do they have rafts?” Paige asked. 

    “No.” I shook my head. “But they do have wetsuits.” 

    “Oh, that’s good.” The brunette nodded. “One less thing for us to get today.” 

    “My thoughts as well,” I agreed. “We’ll still have to find those rafts, though. The plan won’t work without them.” 

    “I have several sporting goods stores marked on the map,” she said. “But I’ll take us to the best one first.” 

    “Sounds like a plan,” I told her. “Now, let’s get going.” 

    The girls and I all hopped into the jeep, and I took off down the road toward Norfolk. There was a lot to do today, and we didn’t have very long to do it if we wanted to get back in time to get a little more rest before the next surveillance tonight. 

    The sun was high in the sky as we made our way to the bridge, and I saw one of the SEALs nearby, so I nodded to him as we drove past. After that, we made sure to keep an eye out for foot soldiers, but I was also quick as I sped through the streets toward the military base we were headed to.  

    The girls were quiet on the drive, and soon enough, we were in military territory. Norfolk was a huge naval area, so there were signs of it everywhere, and I wasn’t sure when we had made it to the official base, but we were definitely in it.  

    “Oh, there’s the signs for the Navy Inns & Suites,” Paige said with a point. “Head left and the library should be up here soon.” 

    I did as she said, and we passed the Inns after a couple of minutes, then we came to an eerily empty street. 

    The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I knew something was amiss.  

    I slowed down, and a minute later the library came into view, but so did a couple of NK foot soldiers standing guard.  

    Once again, we had company.

  


   
    Chapter 9 

    I immediately pulled the jeep into the woods on the opposite side of the road from the library, but it was too late. We’d been spotted. 

    One of the soldiers yelled something in Korean as he pointed toward us, then the other looked our way and grabbed his plasma gun. 

    “Well, shit,” Anna said as I pulled the jeep behind some trees. 

    We were out of direct eyeline, but it wouldn’t take long for the soldiers to find us, and when I looked over, I could see they were headed our way. 

    “I’ll go right, Anna, you go left,” I instructed. 

    “I’m with Tav,” Tara said. 

    “I got Anna,” Bailey said. 

    “I’m with Anna, too,” Paige said. 

    “Let’s go,” I said, and I double checked my plasma weapon and hopped out of the jeep. 

    Tara and I made our way through the trees to the right so we could flank the men coming toward us. 

    The two NK soldiers were in the middle of the road, and they had their plasma guns raised as they stared into the woods and tried to spot us. They wouldn’t find us with our vehicle, but if they found the jeep and decided to shoot, they could do some serious damage. We had to take them out before that happened.  

    I stopped behind a large pine tree, and Tara barely brushed my back as she came to a halt as well.  

    We both crouched down, and I leaned around one side of the tree while she leaned around the other side. 

    The two men were speaking in Korean, no doubt trying to figure out where we went, but I quickly lined up my shot and took it. 

    The man closest to us took a blow to the chest, but it was on the right hand side, so his death wasn’t as immediate as I would have hoped for. He dropped his gun, though, and cried out in pain as he fell to his knees. 

    The other soldier said something in Korean, then he turned toward Tara and me with his gun raised. He moved it back and forth as he tried to find us in the trees.  

    He hadn’t accounted for my team, though, and after a second, I saw a blue spark fly out from the trees across from us and hit the man in the side of the head. He toppled over and fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes.  

    The other soldier was still alive, though, and he gurgled on the blood in his throat and tried to pick up his plasma gun.  

    Before he could reach it, though, Tara took a shot at him and burned the guy’s hand right off. There was just a blackened, gnarly-looking stump where half his palm and fingers should’ve been. 

    One more shot from our teammates across the way, and the guy was done for. He fell to the ground next to his friend with the same wound in the side of his head. I figured it was Bailey who’d taken him out. The poor guy was getting beat to hell, and even though he was the enemy, I doubted my sweet hippie girl cared to watch him suffer.  

    After those two were taken out, I did a quick scan of the area, but I didn’t see anything else. 

    “Clear,” I called as Tara and I stepped out from behind our tree and walked toward the men in the road. 

    “What the hell were they even doing here?” Paige asked as she and the other girls made their way out of the trees.  

    “They were standing guard for some reason it looked like,” Anna said.  

    “They were probably here in case American soldiers came by,” I said. 

    “I guess that makes sense,” Bailey said with a frown. “That’s what we’re doing right now.” 

    “Yeah.” I nodded. “They’re probably posted all over this area. We need to be careful.” 

    “Right,” Anna agreed. “I can go through these guys’ pockets and drag them to the side of the road. You all go ahead and go in, it’ll be faster that way.” 

    “I’ll help,” Bailey offered. 

    “You two can do that in a minute,” I said. “Thank you. But right now, come help us clear the building.” 

    “Right,” Anna said with a nod. 

    The girls all followed me to the library doors, and I carefully peered through the glass to see if there was anybody inside. I didn’t see anyone, and when I yanked on the door, it didn’t open, so I shot my plasma gun right at the door handle where the lock was. 

    “Huh,” Tara said. “I hadn’t thought to do that.” 

    “These things really are like an old sci-fi movie,” Paige chuckled. 

    I raised my hand, and the girls immediately went back into serious mode, then I carefully opened the door, sure to avoid the metal I’d just melted, and stepped inside. 

    The library was like most others I’d been to, there was a checkout desk at the front when we walked in, and beyond that were shelves filled with books, a few tables and chairs, some filing cabinets, and a couple computers. 

    There was also a supply closet, and a back office, which we cleared. The building was fairly small, so it didn’t take long to look through it all, and once we were done, Paige headed right to the filing cabinets while I stepped outside with Anna and Bailey. 

    “You didn’t have to help, you know,” Bailey told me with a smile. “Anna and I could do it.” 

    “Yeah,” the redhead agreed. “I figured you’d want to help Paige look for the blueprints.” 

    “It’s Paige,” I chuckled. “And she’s in a library. I don’t think she needs anybody’s help.”  

    “That’s actually a really good point,” Anna laughed.  

    “And since there were soldiers here, I bet there’s some good information in there,” Bailey added. 

    “Probably,” the redhead agreed. “But then why not just burn it?” 

    “They were waiting for American troops to come,” I said. “If they burned it, they’d have no reason to come. They’re not trying to take out the resistance one by one, but they’re definitely trying to find out where they’re located. The captain’s actually done a good job of keeping them hidden up until now.” 

    “You think they know where we’re at?” Bailey asked, and her eyes widened with concern. 

    “No.” I shook my head. “I just mean the NK soldiers are going to be doubling down in trying to find us. They can’t exactly have a successful pincer attack without knowing where our troops are, and I’m betting it was the job of the troops already here to find us.” 

    “I would think so.” Anna nodded. 

    “Hopefully that won’t matter much here soon,” Bailey said with a small smile. “Once we take out the boats, they shouldn't be much trouble.” 

    “Right.” I smiled back. 

    The hippie girl’s optimism was contagious, and it was one of the reasons I loved her so much. She always saw the best in any given situation, and I appreciated having that kind of mentality around.  

    “Wait,” Anna said. “Did we leave Paige in there with Tara?” 

    “I think we did,” I laughed.  

    “I’m sure they’re having a great time,” Anna joked. 

    The three of us set to work on pulling the bodies of the men over to the library and out of sight. If any other NK soldiers came by, I didn’t want them to see their friends on the road, otherwise they’d know we’d been there. 

    I was sure they’d already be looking for their buddies, but if there were no bodies, they wouldn’t have any reason to suspect foul play. 

    I dragged one body, while Anna got the other. That was one of the reasons I had come out, I didn’t want Bailey to have to deal with the body. I knew she’d offered to help, but she was also the most squeamish of the girls, and I wanted to save her the heartache of having to touch even more dead bodies.  

    I knew Anna didn’t mind, though. The redhead was tough as nails, and though she wasn’t quite as well-versed with blood and gore as Paige was, she dealt with dead bodies better than any of the other girls. Partially because she was the strongest of them, and partially because she felt it was her duty as my second in command. 

    Once we got the bodies over to the library, we stripped them of their weapons and extra pods for the guns, then we went through their pockets to see what we could find. There were some cigarettes and lighters, but not much else. I did find a multitool, which I pocketed, but aside from that, there really wasn’t anything of value, so we covered up the bodies and headed back inside. 

    Before we could get all the way through the door, though, we ran into Tara and Paige coming out. 

    “I got it,” the brunette said with a wide grin, and she held up a copy of Jane’s Fighting Ship Yearbook. 

    “Good work,” I told her. 

    “It wasn’t super difficult,” Paige said.  

    “Yeah,” Tara added. “Paige told me about the Library of Congress system and the dewey decimal system.” 

    “You didn’t know about that?” Bailey asked. 

    “It’s in literally every library,” Anna said, and she shook her head slightly so some of the red strands around her face swayed. 

    “I didn’t go to the library much.” Tara shrugged. “I could never find anything, but Paige showed me how she found the blueprints so quick, it was pretty interesting.” 

    “Are you messing with us?” Anna asked, and she narrowed her eyes at Tara. 

    “I asked the same question when she told me it was ‘cool’,” Paige laughed. 

    “Alright,” I said. “I think it’s time to go. I don’t want to be in this area any longer than we have to.” 

    “Right,” Anna agreed, and we all made our way back to the jeep. 

    Once we were back in the jeep, I pulled back onto the road and followed Paige’s directions. The brunette pulled out her map and directed us toward the sporting goods store to try and find rafts. 

    The roads were clear as we drove, except for the considerable debris that was all over the place. 

    I was on the lookout for more foot soldiers, so I made sure to take corners carefully in case any were lurking nearby.  

    We didn’t see any on the way there, though, and after about ten minutes of driving, we arrived at a large building with several abandoned cars in the parking lot. There was a sign on the building that read “Dick’s Sporting Goods”, and I held my breath as I waited for Tara to comment. 

    “Does that sign say dick?” Tara laughed. 

    “Dick’s Sporting Goods,” Anna corrected. “I assume you’ve never been to one.” 

    “Um, no,” Tara chuckled. “Was that seriously the guy’s name?” 

    “His name was probably Richard,” Paige explained. “Dick is often a nickname for people named Richard.” 

    “What?” Tara asked, and her jaw fell open a little bit. “Are you serious?” 

    “Yeah.” Paige nodded. “How’d you not know this?” 

    “I don’t know.” Tara shrugged. “I never knew anybody who called themselves Dick.” 

    “One of my coaches was named Dick,” Anna said. 

    “People called Richard Nixon, Tricky Dick,” Bailey added. 

    “That’s literally insane,” Tara laughed. “Like what the actual fuck. And somebody put their name on a store! They know that people are laughing about it all day, right?” 

    “Not everyone is as childish as you are,” Anna said. 

    “Oh, yes, they are,” the platinum-blonde chuckled. “They just won’t admit it.” 

    “I always did think it was kind of funny,” I admitted. 

    “See?” Tara laughed. “Tav gets it.” 

    “Come on.” I smiled and opened the door. “Let’s go.” 

    I didn’t see any NK soldiers around, and even though I doubted there were any civilians left in the area, I wasn’t going to risk it.  

    As we got closer, I realized the storefront was completely demolished. The glass doors were shattered, along with all the windows, and when I peered through, I could see all the shelves were in disarray.  

    There was still merchandise inside, but not much from the looks of it. And whatever was left had been gone through, probably a number of times. 

    Still, most civilians didn’t have the skills the girls and I had, so it didn’t hurt to double check the place and see what we could find. 

    “Ready?” I asked as I held my plasma weapon down and slightly away from myself. 

    “Ready,” Anna said from behind me.  

    Tara was behind the redhead, Paige after that, and Bailey brought up the rear as usual.  

    Once I got the go ahead from Anna, I moved in and flanked right. 

    The redhead went left, and the rest of the girls split off in alternating directions just as we’d practiced a million times.  

    Tara and I covered the right side of the store while Anna and Paige took the left, and Bailey went up the middle. 

    I made sure to clear the manager’s office and the bathroom as the back of the store as well. 

    “Clear!” I called out once we were done. 

    “Clear here,” Anna responded. 

    “Here, too,” Bailey added. 

    “This place is trashed,” Tara said as she looked around. 

    The platinum-blonde wasn’t wrong. The entire store had been badly ransacked, and it was clear it’d been gone through early on, too. There were signs of water damage from the snow and rain getting in, and everything was knocked off the shelves and covered in dust and debris from outside. 

    “It’s not great,” I chuckled. “But we should still take a look. Let’s be thorough. People tend to leave shit behind if they don’t know what to do with it.” 

    “Alright.” Tara nodded. “Let’s do this.” 

    We started to go through the store, this time looking over everything we saw. I kicked through the garbage on the ground to get a good look at what merchandise was left, but I didn’t see any rafts, or anything useful for that matter. 

    I left Tara on our side to go through the rest, and I headed to the back room to see what I could find. We’d gotten a glimpse of it when we cleared the place, but I hadn’t checked it for rafts yet. 

    When I got back there, though, I found Bailey was already there. 

    “Hey,” I chuckled. “You thought there might be some better stuff back here, too?” 

    “Yeah,” the blonde laughed. “I feel like a lot of people forget to check the back room.” 

    “You’re not wrong.” I nodded. “Find anything good?” 

    “Not yet.” She shook her head. “But I found an unopened box of gloves, so I think that’s a good sign.” 

    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll keep looking.” 

    Bailey and I wandered around the stockroom and checked all the boxes we could find. It had a lot less debris than the rest of the store did, but there was still some water damage on the walls and floor from where the rain and snow had seeped in over the past year and a half.  

    I found boxes half filled with fishing tackle, hiking boots, soccer balls, basketball nets, and lifting weights, but no rafts so far. It was good to see there was still some merchandise left in good condition, though. A lot of the stuff in the main part of the building was molded or torn up and completely unusable. 

    As I was looking, I came across several boxes of clothing that I thought I might like to grab for the mission. I found some black cargo pants, both mens and womens. And some black military-style shirts with arm pockets, as well as some zip up sweaters. The sweaters weren’t all black, there was a sort of tan-colored strip all down the middle, but they looked warm and lightweight, so I thought the girls might like them. 

    I set the boxes aside and kept looking for the rafts, but just as I opened yet another box of basketballs, Bailey called out. 

    “Found something!” the blonde exclaimed, and I dropped the basketballs and rushed over to her. 

    “What is it?” I asked. 

    “Rafts,” she said, and she looked up at me with a huge grin. 

    I smiled and checked the box. Sure enough, there were pre-packaged rafts inside. They were in boxes, and there had to be at least ten of them in the large shipping box they’d come in. 

    “They were shoved back behind the shelf,” Bailey explained. “I think they probably fell back there at some point, so even if someone looked in here, they wouldn’t have found them easily.” 

    “Good job.” I smiled wider and leaned down to kiss the top of Bailey’s blonde head.  

    The adorable blonde was an excellent sniper, but she was also typically the first one to find what we needed. If we needed a way onto a roof, Bailey found it. The girls always attributed that to her sniper instincts, but I think it was because she was the most observant of all of them. That was one of the skills that made her a great sniper, not the other way around. 

    “I found some clothes I think we might want, too,” I said. 

    “Okay.” Bailey nodded. “And I think those gloves I found earlier would be a good idea, too. It’s going to be cold, and I don’t want our hands to get frozen.” 

    “Good idea,” I told her. “Let’s grab the boxes and go find the other girls.” 

    Bailey took the box of gloves, and one of the boxes of clothes, while I grabbed the box of rafts, and other two clothes boxes.  

    We made our way out to the main part of the store and found the rest of the girls. 

    Anna was turning over already turned over shelves to look underneath them while Paige darted around and searched under every surface she could find. Tara mosied along and kicked at the debris on the floor.  

    “Hey,” I called. “We got it.” 

    “You found rafts?” Anna asked, and the shelf she’d just flipped over made a terrible clanking noise as it hit the floor. 

    “Bailey did.” I nodded. 

    “Good going, Bails,” Paige said as she rushed over to us. 

    “I found some clothes for us as well,” I said. 

    “Nice,” Tara said with a smile, and she lifted one of the bent and beat up corners of the box to look inside. “Are these for the mission?” 

    “Yeah,” I answered. “They seem really warm, and they’re cargo style so there’s extra pockets for you.” 

    “Alright.” The platinum-blonde nodded then shrugged. “I’m always down for new clothes, even if they are black.” 

    “I thought black was a good color,” Paige said. “You don’t like black?”  

    “I like it now,” Tara said. “But I’m still a pink kind of girl at heart.” 

    “I can see that,” Paige laughed. 

    “Are we ready to go, then?” Anna asked.  

    “I think so.” I nodded.  

    I didn’t want to burn any more daylight than we already had. The SEALs were on watch for the day, but I wanted the girls and I there again tonight so we could do some more reconnaissance. I trusted my team more than anybody to do the job right, and while I thought the SEALs were warming up to us, and they wouldn’t purposefully do a poor job, I wanted to make sure we were as prepared as we could be. 

    We’d already done one night of recon, so if we did another, then we could be sure what we saw the first night was typical. If it wasn’t, then I thought we might have to do one more night just to be sure. I didn’t want any surprises when we got out there for the mission.  

    Still, every day we spent on reconnaissance and taking out these ships was a day closer to the NK troops from Boston making their way down here. If they arrived before we took the ships out, it could be bad. I didn’t think their walkies or CB radios would work that far, so the two troops probably weren’t in communication, which was good for us. However, once they got close enough there was no doubt in my mind they’d reach out to alert the ships they’d be arriving soon. If that was the case, they wouldn’t receive anything back.  

    Still, their orders were to come here, so I knew that’s what they’d do. We had a couple of options with that, anyway. We could get Minji to try and keep up the communications for us somehow, or we could try and make it seem as though the communications went out by messing with the radio and making it appear as though the connections had been lost. I’d see if Paige had any ideas for that.  

    Once we got back in the jeep and headed home, I opened up the discussion for the girls. 

    “I was thinking,” I said. “The NK troops have long-range radios, so the Boston troops will probably try to reach out when they’re close, if they haven’t already.” 

    “Yeah, but we have Minji now,” Paige pointed out. 

    “Right,” I agreed. “What do you all think? Should we have Minji respond, or should we make it seem as though the radio’s aren’t working?” 

    “Hm.” Anna thought for a moment. “If Minji responds and says the wrong thing I think it would be cause for alarm more than the radios not working.” 

    “I was thinking the same thing.” I nodded.  

    “We still need her to come with us, though,” Paige said.  

    “What do you mean?” Bailey asked. 

    “Once we get on the ship, everything will be in Korean,” the brunette explained. 

    “Right.” I frowned. “That’s a good point.” 

    “We have the layout of the ship in the book,” Paige said as she laid the book open on her lap. “But looking at them, I think Bailey’s plan with the ladder is our best bet.” 

    “I was thinking that as well.” I nodded. “But now we’ll know the layout of the place to be able to navigate it.” 

    “Yeah,” the brunette agreed. “But if we want to take out the other ships I bet we’ll need Minji’s help to read the controls.” 

    “She would need to be there with us,” I said. “We can’t risk taking too long to take out the other ships.” 

    “We can’t bring her on board with us,” Tara said with wide eyes. “She’s a liability.” 

    “You think everyone’s a liability,” Anna chuckled. “Though, in this case, I think you’re right.” 

    “We can have her wait offshore,” Bailey suggested. “We can leave her with one of the SEALs, then once we have control of the ship, we can use the walkies to alert whoever she’s with, and they can bring her on board.” 

    “Good idea,” I said. “But I’d rather she be with you.” 

    “With me?” Bailey asked. 

    “Yes,” I answered. “I’d want you in a good sniping position. You’re useful on the ship with us, but you’re even more useful off where you can get a shot in if we need you to.” 

    “Alright,” the blonde agreed. “I’ll be looking out for you guys.” 

    I smiled at my hippie girl in the rearview mirror. It really did make me feel better knowing she had my back. When we’d gone to the fort to take out Brody, she’d been posted at the King’s Garden, and she’d taken out one of the men on guard before we’d even got to him. He was the only one exposed enough for her to get him, and it had been a big help to have one less guy to worry about. 

    I knew if anybody was out of place on the boat, she’d take them out for us if she could, that way we wouldn’t have any surprises.  

    “I know you will,” I told her. “We’ll go to talk to the Captain and Minji when we get back to camp.” 

    “Is this all just a ploy so you can get Minji to come with us?” Tara asked, and she wiggled her eyebrows at me. 

    “A ploy?” I laughed. “I don’t ploy.” 

    “You totally think she’s hot,” Tara giggled. 

    “She’s a pretty woman,” I said. 

    “Oh, whatev.” Tara rolled her eyes.  

    I rolled my eyes back at her, and we both laughed.  

    I focused back on the road then, and I watched the sun move across the sky as we made our way back to Yorktown and our temporary home. It was kind of odd going back to the way things had been before. Sure, the factory the men were staying at had been rigged with electricity, but there was no running water, and definitely no showers. I figured the men were probably washing in the ocean whenever they had the chance, and I thought about how I used to go down to the river with Rolly to get a nice bath in.  

    Getting hot water had been one of the highlights of post EMP life for me. The hot tub we’d found at the ski cabin had been the first great find, but once we got it on campus, and I’d been able to get a hot shower in whenever I wanted, that had really made me feel like we had our home set up. 

    Now we were back to no showers, though, and that was alright for the time being, but I hadn’t realized how much I’d miss hot water on my tired muscles. Still, it was worth it for the cause, and once we got back to campus, it’d be the first thing I’d do. After kissing Kimmy, of course. 

    The thought of the beautiful dark-skinned woman made me smile as I drove, and I thought about baby Anthony and how he’d called me Dada before I left. I had made a promise to her that I would come home, and I intended to keep it. I wouldn’t let baby Anthony grow up without me. 

    It was bad enough that I had no idea how long I’d be gone, but no matter how dangerous of a mission this might be, I’d make sure to use my mind above all else. Brawn was a great thing, but brains were how wars were won, and I planned to win this war.  

    It was early afternoon when we made it back to camp, and I parked the jeep in its usual spot and hopped out. 

    People from our crew were either sparring with the cadets, which made me chuckle to myself and shake my head, or they were reading or talking. We had plenty of firewood chopped, and for the time being nobody else could do much to help. The girls and I, with the help of the SEALs, were going to take out the ships. Once the NK soldiers from Boston arrived, that’s when we’d need our group the most. 

    “Let’s go talk to the Captain,” I told the girls. 

    “Okay,” Paige said. “We should make sure Minji is okay with the plan, too.” 

    “Right.” I nodded. “If she’s uncomfortable with it, we’ll figure out something else, but I think we’ll be able to convince her.” 

    “She’ll be safe with me,” Bailey said with a proud smile. 

    “Anybody would be safe with you,” Anna laughed. “You’d take out any threat before it got within a hundred feet of you.” 

    “That’s my job,” Bailey chuckled. 

    “And you’re good at it,” Anna added with a smile.  

    I led the girls into the building and up the staircase that led to the Captain’s room, then I knocked on the door.  

    “Come in,” I heard the Captain say. 

    “It’s Tav,” I said, and I opened the door and stepped inside. 

    “Oh, Tav,” the Captain said with a grin. “How can I help you today?” 

    The Captain seemed far less frazzled now than he had been when we’d first met him just a couple days prior, and I couldn’t help but think it might be because I had virtually taken charge of his whole operation. The guy had good intentions, but it was obvious he’d been looking forward to that retirement, and he was probably hoping somebody would show up and rescue them all. When that didn’t happen, he must have realized he had to take charge since he was the highest ranking officer, but that didn’t mean much when he didn’t do anything with that command. 

    Regardless, I was happy to see him calmer. That could only mean it would be easier for me to get him to agree to whatever I had to say. 

    “We were hoping to talk with you about the plan for tomorrow night,” I said. 

    “Tomorrow night?” he asked. “You’re going in that soon?” 

    “We’ll have plenty of reconnaissance done by then,” I assured him. 

    “And what is this plan of yours?” he asked.  

    “Captain,” Minji said, and she came through the door and saw the girls and I. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had company.” 

    “It shouldn’t take long,” the Captain said. 

    “Actually,” I piped up. “I’d like it if Ensign Park were here. What we’re going to say pertains to her.” 

    “How so?” the Captain asked, and his thick eyebrows pinched together. 

    “We’re going to need her.” I turned to the Korean woman. “You, we’ll need you to come with us, if possible.” 

    “Absolutely not.” The Captain shook his head. “Minji is a translator, she’s not trained for tactical operations.” 

    “She wouldn’t be on the ship with us,” I corrected. “She can wait on shore with Bailey, and once we have run of the ship, then we’ll come get her, but the controls will be in Korean, so we’ll need her assistance translating.” 

    “You’re planning on using the one ship to take out the others?” the Captain asked. 

    “That’s right, sir.” I nodded. 

    “Alright.” He nodded, too, then looked down at his desk before he looked back up at Minji. “What do you think, Minji? I don’t want to force you into anything. This could be dangerous, regardless of if you’ll be off shore or not.” 

    “I’ll go,” Minji said confidently. 

    “Great.” I smiled.  

    “I’ll make sure you’re safe with me,” Bailey assured her. 

    “You misunderstand,” Minji said, and she looked right at me. “I’m coming with you on the mission.” 

    My eyes grew wide as I stared at the beautiful Korean woman. 

    Well, I hadn’t expected that.  

    

  


   
    Chapter 10 

    “Absolutely not.” I shook my head. “You’re not military trained. You’ll stay off shore, and we’ll come get you as soon as it’s safe.” 

    “I may not be tactically trained like you all, but I went through basic training with everyone else,” she said, and she lifted her chin slightly. “I can handle myself, and I want to be there.” 

    I didn’t understand why someone who wasn’t trained for this type of mission would volunteer to go. It made no sense to me. This was a dangerous mission, and there was no reason why she needed to go. I hated to quote Tara, but she was a liability. 

    “Why do you want to go?” I asked. 

    “I want to help my country just as much as you do,” Minji answered. “This is my home, and they’ve tried to take it over. I want to help take them down.” 

    “You can help by assisting us with the translation and controlling the boat,” Paige said softly. “There’s no need for you to run into danger. We can handle getting control of the ship.” 

    “I understand that you are capable without me,” Minji said. “But that means you will be just as capable with me.” 

    “Not really,” Tara said. “If you get into trouble  and we have to bail you out, then that just makes you a distraction and a liability.” 

    “Tara,” Paige hissed softly. 

    “What?” the platinum-blonde asked. “It’s true.” 

    “I understand how you might think that,” Minji said, and she didn’t appear offended, as most people might have been. “But I assure you, I’m more than capable of taking care of myself. I want to do this, for my country, and for myself. Please, allow me the opportunity to come with you.” 

    “I don’t like it,” the Captain said. “But if it’s alright with Tav, then I’ll allow it.” 

    I wasn’t sure what to say at first. Minji’s reasonings were touching, but it didn’t change the fact that she wasn’t tactically trained. I didn’t want to put her in danger unnecessarily, and her going into battle would be just that. 

    “I still don’t think it’s a good idea.” I shook my head. 

    “I have an idea,” Tara said with a smile.  

    “What’s that?” I asked, genuinely curious considering the platinum-blonde had just called Minji a liability. 

    “Let’s spar,” she said, and she pointed from Minji to herself. “You against me.” 

    “That’s not going to--” I started to say, but Minji said “I accept” at the same time, and I turned to look at her. 

    “I accept,” she repeated, and she stared at me with dark-brown eyes. “If I am able to hold my own against your team member, will you allow me to go, then?” 

    Tara was my best hand to hand combat girl, and if Minji could hold her own with her, then I figured she could probably manage on the ship. Besides, if she wound up being able to come with us, I was sure I could find a place in formation for her that was nice and safe. 

    “Alright,” I agreed. “I’ll allow it.” 

    “Great.” Tara grinned. “When should we do this?” 

    “How about now?” Minji asked, and a small smile came to her beautiful pink lips. 

    “Let’s get it,” Tara said, and she clapped and stood up. 

    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Anna said. “What are the rules here?” 

    “There are no rules,” Tara joked, but then she shrugged. “I figured it would be the same as at home.” 

    “Weapon or no weapon?” Paige asked. 

    “Let’s say no weapon,” Tara said, and she looked Minji up and down. “Old school.” 

    “Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked the beautiful Korean woman. 

    “I’m sure.” She nodded. “If I can hold my own, you will let me on board.” 

    “Fair enough,” I agreed. 

    “Then we shall spar,” Minji said, and she turned around and walked out the door. 

    The girls and I followed, and the Captain joined us as well.  

    Minji led us down to the stairs and out to the front of the building. There was a SEAL posted at the door, but it wasn’t crowded like it was in the back of the building, and I appreciated her not wanting an audience.  

    Minji walked over to one side of the grass and began to stretch out her legs, while Tara went to the other side and stretched her arms. 

    The Korean woman pulled her long dark hair back into a ponytail, and she licked her plump pink lips as she stared at Tara. She wore a dark gray T-shirt, blue camo Navy issues pants, and military boots. I could see how toned her arms were as she stretched, and I couldn’t help but admire the hourglass shape of her body as I watched her prepare. 

    Tara was the complete opposite of her opponent. The platinum-blonde had on a dark-green tank top, ripped up skinny jeans, and hiking boots. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail that stuck out from under a black baseball cap she’d picked up when we were at the sporting goods store earlier that day. She took off the cap and threw it on the ground, and it was followed by her knife and guns,and then two more knives I hadn’t noticed, so there was a nice little pile of her weapons nearby. 

    “Alright,” I said as I stepped between the women. “The point of this isn’t to harm anyone. If you’re injured neither of you can go, so remember that, and take it easy. The point is to show your skills.” 

    “Aye, aye, Captain,” Tara said with a smile, then she glanced behind me and saw the real Captain. “Oh, oops.” 

    “You’re a Captain?” Minji asked me. 

    “Long story.” I shook my head. “Are you ready?” 

    “Ready.” Tara grinned. 

    “Ready,” Minji said with a serious, determined look on her face. 

    “Go,” I said, and I waved my arm between them and stepped back. 

    I joined the other girls and watched. Anna stood with her arms crossed and an amused look on her face as she observed. Bailey had a small frown on her plump pink lips, and Paige bit her lip as she stared at Tara. I knew the girls didn’t think the platinum-blonde would lose. Actually, I thought they were more concerned for Minji. Except for Anna, that is. The redhead and Tara bickered like sisters, and I had no doubt she’d get a small amount of joy in seeing her friend get her butt whooped. And nobody would actually be getting hurt, so that just made it all the more acceptable. 

    The Captain stared at the girls with nervous eyes, and I realized then he was quite fond of Minji. Of course, she was his translator, but from the sounds of it, she’d been here for a long time, and she was probably the one who worked with the Captain the most. It made sense he would have grown attached to her. I could see in his eyes, it was the same look Rolly often got when he looked at the girls, as if they were his own in some way. 

    I turned my attention back to the girls and watched as Tara and Minji stepped toward each other and began to circle one another. 

    The platinum-blonde had her fists up just like I’d taught her. She had one lower, and one higher to protect her face, and her right leg was back and her butt was dropped low so she was in a fighting stance.  

    As much as I wasn’t sure if I condoned this method of Minji gaining approval, I had to admit it made me feel good to see Tara’s training in action. 

    Minji’s stance was a little bit different from Tara’s, but it was still a fighting stance, just more of a martial arts stance. Her butt wasn’t dropped nearly as low, and her hands were open instead of closed like Tara’s, but she had one foot pulled back as well, and she kept her eyes locked on Tara’s as the two of them went around in a circle. 

    After a few seconds, Tara got impatient, and she quickly took a step forward with her front foot, then swung her back leg out and up.  

    Minji arched her back and avoided Tara’s boot while at the same time, she brought her hand up and slapped Tara’s leg downward, which threw the platinum-blonde off balance for a split second. 

    Tara recovered, and I saw her smile fade as her face got serious. She’d just realized she’d underestimated her opponent, which was something I stressed to never do.  

    The platinum-blonde got back in her stance, but Minji didn’t try to attack, instead she waited for Tara again, and once again, Tara grew impatient. She came at Minji with both fists. 

    The platinum-blonde threw punches left and right, but Minji blocked every one of them.  

    For a second, I thought Minji could only counter, but as Tara came at her with the punches, she dodged one and at the same time swung her leg out wide to take out Tara’s shins. 

    The platinum-blonde stumbled, then she recovered and rounded that same foot back at Minji, but the Korean woman was quick, and she swatted her foot away and stepped back into her fighting stance. 

    I realized then that I was smiling. Not only was this entertaining, but it was hot as hell seeing the two women go at it, even if it was only playful sparring.  

    Finally, Minji attacked. She closed her hands into fists and came at Tara quickly, which only fueled Tara’s fire. 

    The platinum-blonde managed to get a hold of Minji’s wrist, though, and she yanked it down so Minji lost her balance and fell forward. Tara quickly got on top of her and pulled her arms behind her back. 

    My protege had won, and she grinned, released Minji’s arms, and hopped off her back. 

    “Well, that was fun,” she said, and she blew a stray strand of hair out of her face. 

    “It seems you’ve bested me,” Minji said. 

    “I’ll just assume you’re rusty,” Tara told her with a wink.  

    “Does that mean I get to go?” Minji asked, and she turned to look at me with wide eyes. 

    “Tara seems to think you held your own,” I said. “And it certainly looked like you did.” 

    “Thank you,” the beautiful South Korean woman said. She was flushed from the fight, which I somehow found more attractive than I cared to admit. 

    “Of course.” I nodded. 

    Minji might not be tactically trained, but she was right, she could hold her own. Tara was no easy opponent, and even though she’d bested her this time, I suspected that in the heat of the moment, Minji wouldn’t falter.  

    Even if she wasn’t trained in special ops, she was still trained to not panic under stress, and I knew I could trust her. 

    Plus, I’d make sure to find her somewhere safe in our formation.  

    I’d brought the Cadets on a mission, so I could also bring Minji.  

    After that was over, I led the girls back to our camp so we could get something to eat and get a little bit of sleep before surveillance that night. I didn’t want them too tired if we were doing more reconnaissance, and I’d learned a long time ago that sleep was the number one thing needed when out in the field. Lack of sleep led to poor decision making, terrible reflexes, and typically a bad attitude.  

    It was mid afternoon already, so I got a fire going, and Tara went and found some canned goods and smoked meat for dinner. 

    “So, what do you guys think about Minji coming with us?” Paige asked as Tara opened some cans and poured them into a pot. 

    “I thought Tara was about to get her ass kicked,” Anna teased. 

    “Hardly,” the platinum-blonde said, then she shrugged. “I think she earned her spot. I like her even more now.” 

    “Even after your sparring session?” Bailey asked. 

    “Totally.” Tara nodded. “I know I won, but she’s more badass than I thought.” 

    “I guess that’s true,” Paige agreed. “I didn’t really think she was a badass up until then.” 

    “I underestimated her at first,” Tara admitted. “But I won’t do that again, that’s for sure.” 

    “You should never--” I started. 

    “Never underestimate an opponent,” the girls all finished in unison. 

    “I know, I know,” Tara sighed. “She was just a sweet-looking girl. Now I know how all those guys feel who underestimate me.” 

    “But you still got her.” I grinned at the platinum-blonde. 

    “Hell, yeah, I did,” she chuckled. “She did well, though. I have to admit.” 

    “I was worried that Tara was right, and she’d just be a liability,” Paige admitted. “But I’m less worried after seeing her spar. That was a good call, Tar.” 

    “Thanks,” Tara said, and she smiled at the brunette. 

    Once dinner was in the pot, I extended my legs and warmed my feet up. It wasn’t terribly cold out, but it was a little bit chilly, and I liked to make sure my feet stayed nice and warm. If my feet and head were warm, then so was the rest of me.  

    The smell of Tara’s meal made my mouth water and my stomach rumble as I listened to girls chat and waited for it to be done. We’d eaten earlier that morning, but it had already been a long day, and it’d be an even longer night.  

    If everything went as planned tonight, then tomorrow we’d attack, which reminded me, I wanted to talk to Hammer about the plan. As the Lieutenant, he was clearly in charge of the SEALs, and though he’d given me leadership for the time being, I wanted to include him as much as possible. He was also in charge of daily surveillance, though, so I hadn’t gotten to see him much.  

    I decided I would go find him after dinner and let him know what was going on. I’d also let him know about the gloves, pants, and jackets I’d found earlier that day so he could see if any of his team wanted something new to wear.  

    It didn’t take too long for dinner to get done, and Tara passed me a bowl of what appeared to be fish stew. She’d used some of the smoked fish we’d brought with us and tossed in some canned peas, corn, and carrots. It smelled delicious, and it tasted even better. The smoky flavor of the fish mingled perfectly with the vegetables, and the broth had a delightfully subtle smoky flavor as well. 

    I ate what was in my bowl and slurped up the remaining broth, then I thanked Tara and headed to find Hammer. 

    I went to the front door of the building and found the SEAL manning it. He was a tall, muscular dark-skinned man, and he kept a straight face when I approached. 

    “Hey,” I said. “I’m looking for Hammer, have you seen him?” 

    “Not recently,” he said with a shake of his head. “You might check inside, though. He’s probably talking to the Captain.” 

    “Thanks,” I told him with a smile, and to my surprise, he smiled back. 

    I headed inside and up to the Captain’s quarters, but when I knocked I heard nothing, so I slowly opened the door.  

    The room was empty, and I furrowed my brow and looked around for a moment before I decided to check around the rest of the building. 

    I didn’t know where much was since I’d only been inside a handful of times, but I did know where the room Minji had taken me to earlier was, so I headed there first.  

    I noticed the door was slightly ajar, so I knocked lightly and then peered inside. 

    Minji was standing near one of the tables, and she turned to look at me with dark-brown eyes full of surprise. 

    “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m looking for Hammer. Have you seen him?” 

    “No, I haven’t,” she answered, and she looked down and bit her lip before she looked up at me. “Is there something I can help you with?” 

    “I just wanted to go over the plan with him,” I explained. 

    “He checks in with the Captain after his shift,” she said. “I could let him know you wish to speak with him.” 

    “That would be great,” I told her with a smile, and I looked around the room. “What are you doing? I thought you did inventory this morning.” 

    “I did,” she said. “But I was just going through some things. Really, I was looking for a new knife. My old one is a little beat-up.” 

    “Well loved,” I chuckled. “That’s a good thing.” 

    “I suppose so,” Minji said, and she smiled at me. 

    “I can help if you’d like,” I offered. “I’m pretty good with that sort of thing.” 

    “I would imagine you are,” she said, and she bit her lip. “I’d love your help.” 

    “What are you looking for exactly?” I asked as I walked over to where she stood. 

    “I’m not sure exactly,” she said, and she gestured to the knives that were laid out on the table. “This is what I have to choose from.” 

    “I’m sure we can find something here suitable for you,” I told her.  

    I glanced over the knives, but I was incredibly aware of Minji standing next to me. I could feel her anxiousness, and my body responded to hers. 

    The beautiful Korean woman’s chest rose and fell quickly as her heart no doubt sped up in her chest. I could hear her slightly ragged breaths, and when my arm barely brushed against hers as I leaned down, it sent a tingle down my spine. 

    “This looks like it will fit your hand well,” I said as I picked up a partially serrated folding knife and held it out for her. 

    Minji placed her hand on mine, but instead of taking the knife, she looked at me through her thick, dark lashes.  

    She bit her lip, and the sight of it, and the feel of her hand on mine, made my stomach flutter with anticipation. 

    Her brown eyes were locked on mine, and I could hear her breathing pick up, then her eyes closed slowly as she leaned forward and stood on her tiptoes so she could press her lips against mine. 

    As soon as her lips touched mine, I felt my body tense with desire. My cock stirred in my pants, and I reached down with my free hand and placed it on her slender waist. 

    Minji kissed me lightly at first, but I could sense she was holding back. She let go of the knife in my hand, and it fell to the floor as she reached up to wrap her arms around my neck, and I placed my other hand on her waist as well. 

    The feel of her body under my hands was enough to drive me crazy, but I held them still for a moment as a terrible thought flashed through my mind. 

    I didn’t want the girls to be mad. 

    I never, ever wanted to do anything to disappoint them. 

    I hesitated for a second, but then I remembered what Tara had said about Minji needing some sex, and how the other girls had assured me they were on board as well. 

    Minji pressed her body against mine so I could feel her breasts against my chest, and I slid my hands down to her ass instinctively.  

    I couldn’t fight it anymore, I needed her.  

    I grabbed two handfuls of her perfect ass and gave them a squeeze as I kissed her deeper. 

    She opened her mouth for me, and my tongue worked its way in to collide with hers.  

    Minji was eager, and she moaned as she pressed herself against me harder. It was as if she could hardly wait to get her hands on me, and her obvious desire turned me on even more.  

    “Fuck,” I groaned as she kissed along my jawline and down to my cheek. She licked and nibbled at my neck as she tangled her fingers in my hair and lifted one of her legs up so it was over my hip. 

    “God, I want you so bad,” she moaned against my skin. “I need you inside me. It’s been so long since I’ve wanted this. Please, Tav…” 

    Her voice trailed off as I reached back and tangled my hand in her hair so I could lightly pull her lips from my neck.  

    She gasped as I arched her neck back and kissed it softly. 

    “Ohhhhh,” she moaned, and I used my arm to sweep the equipment off the table, then I worked my hands under her ass and picked her up and set her down on the table. 

    I continued to kiss and nibble at her neck as she arched her back and moaned even louder. She was panting at that point, and I could feel her chest rise and fall quickly as she soaked in my touch. 

    I reached down and tugged at her T-shirt to get it out of her pants, then I slowly pulled it up and over her head to reveal beautifully tanned skin. She didn’t wear a bra, and the sight of her small, perfect breasts made my cock twitch with anticipation. She had large pink nipples that were already taut with desire, and I reached out and cupped her perky breasts, which only made her moan louder. 

    “Ohhhh, Goooooddd,” she groaned. “Tav, please.” 

    I rubbed my thumbs across her pert nipples and felt the hardness of them.  

    “You’re so fuckin’ sexy,” I growled as I leaned down and kissed her neck. 

    Minji panted as I worked my mouth down her neck to her nipples. I pulled one into my mouth and lightly sucked on it, which made her arch her back and cry out with pleasure. 

    I worked my tongue around her hard, pink nipple, then when it seemed she couldn't stand anymore, I lightly bit down. 

    “Fuuuuck,” she moaned, and she tossed her head back and drew in ragged breaths. 

    I could see from the way she clenched her knees together that she was in agony waiting for me, so I worked my mouth back up to her neck, then her jaw, and finally back to her soft, plump lips. 

    My mouth took over hers as I undid the front of her camo pants.  

    I could feel that she didn’t have any panties on, and that only made my desire grow as I slipped my hand below her waistline.  

    Before I even got to her pussy, I could feel how soaked she was for me, then, once I slipped my fingers down to her sweet spot, I couldn’t help but let out a low moan. 

    “You’re so wet,” I groaned, and I slipped a finger inside of her, then another. 

    “Oh, God,” Minji panted, and she gripped my shoulders hard as I began to use my fingers on her. 

    I thrust them in and out and slowly made a come hither motion while they were inside of her.  

    Her pussy squeezed my fingers as they pleased her, and it didn’t take long for her to reach her climax.  

    “Fuuuck,” she moaned again. “I’m going to … c-cooommee!” 

    Minji’s nails dug into my shoulders, and she held onto me for dear life as her pussy clenched and spasmed on my fingers with her orgasm. Her eyes squeezed shut, and her mouth fell open in a perfect O that only served to turn me on even more. 

    My cock twitched in anticipation, but I was patient as I waited for her to ride out her waves of pleasure. I could tell by how quick she came that it had been a long time since she’d been with a man, and I didn’t want to rush things. 

    Once her pussy stopped spasming, I slowly pulled my fingers out of her. They were drenched in her juices, and I couldn’t help myself, so I lifted my fingers up to my mouth and pulled them inside.  

    The taste of her come hit my tongue, and I let out a low groan as I savored the flavor. It was tangy, but deliciously sweet, and I sucked every last drop off as she watched. 

    “Mmm,” she moaned, and she looked up at me through thick lashes and bit her lip. “I need you inside of me. Please, fuck me, Tav.” 

    Her request sent a shiver up my spine, and I grabbed her by the back of the neck to take her mouth with my own.  

    My tongue thrust into her mouth, and she moaned into me as she reached down to undo my pants.  

    My erection sprung free, and Minji gasped into my mouth. 

    “Ohhh, you’re so big,” she breathed against my lips. 

    “Let me show you just how big I am,” I growled, and I grabbed her by the waist and spun her around so I could bend her over the table. 

    “Yeeeesss,” the beautiful Korean woman panted. “I want your cock so bad. I want it deep inside of me.” 

    I put one hand on Minji’s back to keep her pressed against the table, then I grabbed my cock with my other hand and placed the tip of it just at her entrance. 

    I teased my tip up and down, barely entering her each time. She was slick with desire, and the feel of my cock sliding against her wet pussy made her wriggle underneath me with anticipation. 

    “Please,” she begged, and her brown eyes locked on mine as she licked her lips. “Please, give me your cock, Tav. Ohhh, I want it sooooo baaaad.” 

    Her begging sent me over the edge, and I couldn’t contain myself any longer, so I thrust my cock deep inside of her until it bottomed out against her womb.  

    I collapsed on top of her back, and we both breathed deeply for a minute while we enjoyed the feel of me inside of her. 

    “You’re pussy’s so tight,” I whispered in her ear before I lightly bit her earlobe. 

    “Mmmm, stretch it out for me,” she said, and she licked her plump pink lips. “Your cock feels soooo good. You are spreading my tight pussy so nicely.” 

    Minji’s utter carnal need for me only amplified my desire, and I stood back up, still inside of her, and grabbed her by the hips so I could thrust in and out hard.  

    Her perfect ass jiggled as I slammed into her, and the feel of her wet pussy was almost enough to send me over the edge.  

    I slowed down and ever so slowly pulled myself out of her inch by inch. 

    “Mmmm,” she groaned in protest. “Ohhh, please, Tav. I need your fucking cock.” 

    Once I pulled my whole cock out and saw how coated it was in her slickness, I thrust it back inside of her in one smooth motion. 

    I growled as I filled her completely, and Minji gasped and raised her head off the table, but I tangled my fingers in her black hair and leaned her back down so her ass was up for me. 

    “Harder,” she commanded, and she let out a little sexy laugh as I obliged. “Ohhh, fuuuck, you’re going to make me…” 

    Her voice trailed off as she was once again overcome with pleasure, and her pussy squeezed my cock hard as it spasmed around me. Her velvet walls pulsated, and I held myself against her with my cock fully inside as she rode out the waves of her pleasure. 

    I wasn’t done with her yet, though, and once she’d finished with her second orgasm, I was bound and determined to get a third out of her. 

    I pulled myself out of her, and she groaned slightly in protest, but then I grabbed her by the waist and spun her around so she was facing me. I yanked off her pants the rest of the way, and her boots, too, then I reached down and hooked my elbows under her knees and set her ass on the table so I could slide inside of her. 

    “Oh, God, that’s deep,” she gasped as I filled her completely. 

    One of her hands gripped my shoulder hard, and the other found its way into my hair, which she tugged on slightly. The feel of her nails against my scalp sent another shiver through me, and I bit my lip and let out a low groan as I thrust in and out of her soaking wet pussy. 

    Her knees were up on my elbows, and I looked down and watched as my cock slid in and out of her easily. She had a small strip of silky black hair at the top of her pussy, and her perfect breasts bounced with each thrust. 

    “Mmmm, Tav, you feel so good,” she groaned, and she tossed her head back with pleasure. 

    “You feel better,” I growled, and I leaned down to lightly nibble at her jawline as her mouth hung open with pure ecstasy. 

    “Harder,” she breathed. “I want you so bad.” 

    Once again, her need for my cock sent me over the edge, and I let out a low groan as I thrust hard. The sound of our skin slapping together filled my ears as I watched her pussy get filled over and over again. 

    “Fuuuuck,” she groaned, then she leaned her head forward and looked me right in the eyes. “I’m going to come. Come with me, Tav.” 

    “Where do you want me to come?” I asked in a husky voice. I didn’t want to come inside of her if it wasn’t safe. 

    “Wherever you want on me,” she panted. “Just keep… doing… that!” 

    She cried out as she was overcome with yet another orgasm, and I savored the feel of her pussy clenching my cock one more time before I pulled out and allowed myself to climax. 

    My rock hard cock pulsated in my hand as hot come shot out and landed on her pussy until it was completely coated with my creamy seed. My orgasm overtook me, and for a moment it was all I could do to stay on my feet.  

    After every last drop had been milked out of me, I looked down at Minji’s swollen pussy lips and smiled at how coated they were with my sperm. It almost looked like I had poured a glass of donut glaze on her groin, but I didn’t think any of it had actually gotten inside of her tunnel.  

    The beautiful Korean woman laid herself back on the table, and her chest rose and fell quickly with her ragged breaths, so I stepped back and zipped up my pants again, then I carefully picked up her clothes and set them next to her. 

    “You’re sexy as hell,” I told her, and I leaned down to kiss her forehead. 

    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said, and her face went red as she covered it with her hands. “I don’t know what came over me. I just…” 

    “Needed some sex?” I chuckled. 

    “Yeah,” she said, and she uncovered her face slightly to reveal an embarrassed smile. “I hope I didn’t cause any trouble with you and your girlfriends.” 

    “Not at all,” I laughed. “They encouraged it.” 

    “Really?” she asked, and her eyes went wide. “They don’t mind sharing you?” 

    “They share with each other.” I shrugged. “Of course, I wouldn’t have allowed this to happen if they weren’t okay with it.” 

    “Yes.” Minji smiled. “You seem like a good man.” 

    “I try to be,” I told her, and I looked down at her come-covered pussy. “Let me find something to clean you up with.” 

    I quickly found a washcloth among the supplies and handed it to Minji. She cleaned herself up and got dressed, then she looked at me. Her cheeks were once again red with embarrassment, but I just walked over and tilted her chin up so I could look into her eyes. 

    Her deep brown eyes stared into mine, and I felt her body relax some. I didn’t want her to be embarrassed about what we’d just done. She had no reason to feel that way.  

    I understood why she might be, though. She’d come in hot and heavy, and it was clear it wasn’t strictly desire that fueled her. There was a need behind it. It had clearly been far too long since she’d been with a man, and I was honored to have been the one she’d chosen. 

    Once she calmed down, I leaned in and kissed her bright pink lips. They were swollen from our sexual endeavors, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride when I remembered the perfect O they’d made as she orgasmed again and again. 

    “Thank you,” she whispered when I pulled back. 

    “I should be thanking you,” I chuckled. 

    “I really did need that.” Minji smiled. “I was just a little embarrassed that I came on so strong.” 

    “Don’t be.” I grinned. “I liked it.” 

    “Well, good,” she laughed. “I… the moment I saw you I felt so drawn to you. I wanted you to take me, and the feeling has just gotten stronger until I just exploded. I should probably let you get back to your camp. Your girlfriends are probably wondering where you’re at.” 

    “Probably.” I nodded. “Though I bet Tara already has a hunch.” 

    “She does seem rather intuitive,” Minji chuckled. 

    “She’d like you even more if she heard you say that,” I said. 

    “Tell her for me,” she said with a wink. “I want her to like me. I did just have sex with her man, after all.” 

    “I’ll make sure she knows,” I teased, then I kissed her once more and headed for the door. 

    “Oh, and Tav,” Minji said, and I turned around to see her looking at me with wide brown eyes. 

    “Yeah?” I asked. 

    “Thanks for trusting me to come with you,” she said. “I know you wouldn’t have agreed to it if you thought I’d get in the way. I appreciate your confidence in me.” 

    “You’ll do great,” I told her with a smile. 

    “Thanks,” she replied with a smile of her own. 

    I gave her a small wave, then I headed back out to our camp to find the girls.  

    As I walked, I thought about what Minji had said about my confidence in her. I wondered if that was why she’d come onto me so hard. She’d been surrounded by other men for over a year, but she hadn’t taken to any of them.  

    I figured part of that was because she was very professional, and she probably didn’t want to cause any sort of drama where she had to live and work. But I knew there was something else to it.  

    The other men probably disregarded her. I hadn’t seen any of them really interact with her, and even the Captain seemed to coddle her.  

    She’d might not be tactically trained, but she clearly had skills, and she was dying to use them. The other soldiers here must have disregarded her attempts to participate in the field.  

    Me trusting her to come with us clearly meant a lot to her, and I figured that, paired with the fact that I wasn’t one of the men she’d been around for so long, made her feel safe in coming to me to fulfill her needs. 

    I smiled again to myself as I walked out to the fire.  

    I found the girls all gathered around still, and they turned to look at me as I approached. Anna was seated on the ground leaned up against one of the logs we used as a bench. Her long legs were stretched out so her feet were near the fire, and she had her shoes off so her toes could get extra toasty. 

    Bailey sat on the makeshift bench behind Anna and rebraided the redhead’s hair. Her delicate fingers worked slowly as she crossed one piece of hair over the other.  

    Paige sat next to Bailey with the blueprints of the ship on her lap. She absentmindedly chewed her fingernails as she studied them, and it was clear she was trying to memorize every room of the ship. 

    Tara sat across from Paige on the other side of the fire. The platinum-blonde had a water bottle in her hands, and she leaned forward so her cleavage nearly hung out of the top of her tank top. 

    “Where have you been?” Bailey asked with a sweet smile. 

    “You went to go find Hammer, right?” Anna asked. “Did you find him?” 

    “Err, no,” I admitted, and I took a seat next to Tara and stretched my legs out to warm my feet. 

    “Hm,” Tara said, and she smiled and raised an eyebrow at me. “You were gone for a while. Where were you?” 

    “I was in the storage room,” I said. 

    “What were you doing in there?” Bailey asked, and her eyebrows furrowed together with confusion. 

    “We got the rafts,” Anna said. “Were you looking for something else?” 

    “Not exactly,” I answered. “I was just trying to find Hammer, but I ran into Minji instead. I did see some nice guns and knives in there, though. I bet I could strike up a deal with the Captain.” 

    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, more weapons,” Tara said, and her lips broke into a wide grin. “Go back to the part where you ran into Minji.” 

    “She was in the supply room.” I shrugged. “I asked her where I could find Hammer.” 

    “But you never found Hammer,” Tara said. It wasn’t a statement, but more of an accusation. 

    “Tara, what are you getting at?” Anna chuckled. 

    “Tav was gone for a good half an hour,” the platinum-blonde answered, and her eyes narrowed slightly as she looked me over. “His shirt is all crinkled at the shoulders, and I see a little bit of sweat still on his forehead. You and Minji totally did the horizontal tango. Was she good? I bet she was so fucking tight and wet for you. How many times did you make her come?” 

    “Oh, my God,” Anna laughed. “What are you, a sex detective?” 

    “Pretty much,” Tara scoffed. “My best friend Lily lost her virginity, and she didn’t even have to tell me, I just knew. I saw her the next day and I was like, oh, you totally did it! And I was right.” 

    “Tav?” Anna asked with a raised red eyebrow. It seemed Tara’s story was beginning to seem convincing. 

    “Tav doesn’t have to tell us if he doesn’t want to,” Bailey said. 

    “Just saying that means he did,” Tara laughed. 

    “She’s right,” Anna added, then she turned back to me with a smile. “So?” 

    “Yes,” I chuckled. “Tara’s sex detective skills are right. Minji and I--” 

    “Got busy in the supply room?” Tara filled in for me with a wiggle of her eyebrows. 

    “I wouldn’t put it so crudely,” I laughed. “But, yes.” 

    “It is what it is.” Tara shrugged. “Good for her. She seemed like she needed an orgasm.” 

    “She kinda did, though.” Anna nodded. 

    “Anna!” Bailey laughed. 

    “It’s true.” The redhead shrugged, too. “Everybody gets cranky when they don’t get laid. Minji was eyeing Tav from the moment we got here. It was totally obvious she wanted the D. She was practically drooling all over you.” 

    “Alright,” I chuckled, and I held my hands up. “Let’s go get some rest before surveillance tonight.” 

    “Oh, fine.” Tara rolled her eyes playfully. “We’ll stop talking about your sex life. It’s not like we’re a big part of it or anything.” 

    “Thank you,” I told her with a smile as I completely ignored her teasing. 

    The platinum-blonde rolled her eyes again, then she stood up and headed to the tent.  

    After a few hours of sleep, it was time to head out to the bridge again to finish up our reconnaissance. The SEALs had taken care of the daytime reports, and I’d looked them over and found they’d done a good job. There were a few hours where they couldn’t see the ships since they’d ventured further than their eye line, but their reports were well done, and I was impressed. 

    The girls wore the same reconnaissance outfits they had the night before, and I threw back on my black pants and T-shirt so we’d blend into the night.  

    We all piled into one jeep, and a group of SEALs piled into the other. They’d be with us for the night, and then tomorrow we’d attack. 

    It didn’t take us long to get to the same area of the bridge we’d been before, and I could see the ships parked in the water. Just like the night before, they had large lights that went around the ship every so often.  

    We were far enough away that didn’t matter, though, so we all just pulled out our binoculars and hunkered down for a night of recon. 

    We’d only been there a few minutes when the sound of male voices rang through the air.  

    Anna looked over and caught my eye. The redhead stared at me with concern, and I cocked my head to the side to listen. 

    There were at least two voices, and they were close. 

    But more importantly, they were speaking Korean.

  


   
    Chapter 11 

    The SEAL next to me reached for his weapon, but I carefully put my hand on his arm to stop him. He looked at me, and his eyes narrowed with anger as I felt his arm tense under my hand. 

    I held his gaze, though, and I simply shook my head. 

    It was obvious he didn’t like it, but he placed his pistol back in its holster, so I let go of his arm. 

    We were too close to the ships to try and take out these guys unless we absolutely had to. If they didn’t see us, then there was no reason for us to attack. The NKs were our enemy, but they weren’t stupid, and I was sure they had a list of where everyone was patrolling. If their guards in this area didn’t come back from their evening shift, they would know generally where they were at when something happened to them. 

    That meant we’d give our location away, and the ships would possibly move somewhere further away from our current location. 

    No, the best thing to do was to be stealthy and silent, and to let the two men pass by without any sort of conflict. As long as we went unseen, we had no reason to be concerned. 

    I glanced behind me and waited until I saw the two men coming down the street. 

    We were right up against the concrete barrier by the water, and there were a few trees planted here and there, no doubt to make the place look nice before it became a shithole. But even with the dying trees, we had a little bit of cover, and we wouldn’t shoot unless we had to.  

    Even then, I would prefer us to use our plasma guns, or have Tara use her silenced Ruger. We weren’t extremely close to the ship, but I didn’t want to take the chance of anyone on board hearing a gunshot and radioing their buddies in the area. 

    I carefully and slowly pulled my plasma gun from my hip, then I held it at the ready as I watched the two men stroll by. 

    They were both wearing the same long dark green coats with brown pants and boots, and they each had a dark green trapper style hat lined with fur of some kind. Both of them had cigarettes between their fingers, and a few seconds after I saw them, I smelled them. 

    The air filled with the scent of burnt tobacco, and I felt my nose wrinkle in response. I’d never liked smoking, but a lot of the NK soldiers seemed to have an affinity for it, and I had to wonder if it was simply cultural, or if it was military related.  

    I knew during WWⅡ cigarettes were included in ration kits for our boys, and I wondered if the NKs still held a similar approach for their soldiers. 

    I ignored the nasty smell of the smoke and continued to watch the men as they came down the road. The two of them talked back and forth, and they even laughed a couple of times, but I had no idea about what.  

    The language barrier reminded me of my time in Iraq. Of course, there had been citizens and enemy troops who knew English, or at least understood some, but the language barrier was always a struggle in any situation.  

    I could feel how tense the SEALs were next to me. Their bodies exuded energy like they were ready to strike any second, so I turned to them and caught the biggest guy’s eye. I shook my head, and he pursed his lips at me, but he nodded in return.  

    They were under my command now, and they wouldn’t do anything without my permission or instruction. I wouldn’t allow anything to happen to them, but I also wouldn’t allow them to fuck up our mission because they got trigger happy. They’d been fighting off foot soldiers for too long, and I understood their quick response, but it wasn’t right for the situation. 

    The light from one of the ships flashed by us, and for a split second I worried the men would look over and see us, but they simply continued on until they were out of sight. 

    Once they were no longer in my eye line, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. 

    “You gonna tell us why we couldn’t take out those assholes?” one of the SEALs asked. He went by Rogers, and he was a stocky guy with a large sandy-blond beard, and piercing blue eyes. 

    “We can’t risk alerting the ships to our presence right now,” I explained. “If we took those men out it could come back to bite us in the ass.” 

    “Hm.” The guy pursed his lips and thought for a moment. “I guess you’re right. They probably keep track of who’s where.” 

    “Exactly,” I agreed. 

    “You know, Ranger,” Rogers said, and he smiled. “I’m starting to like you.” 

    “Good to know,” I chuckled. 

    After the NK soldiers were gone, we all got back to our surveillance, but after a while it was clear the ships had the same routine as they had the night before, which meant it was probably the same every night.  

    Still, we stayed until shift change to see if there was anything else we could find out, but after the guards traded places, I left the rest of the recon up to the SEALs so the girls and I could head back to camp. 

    “So you gonna tell us how it was?” Tara asked when we got back in the car. 

    “Tell you how what was?” I asked, genuinely confused. 

    “Oh, come on,” the platinum-blonde said, and she rolled her eyes. “I’ve been dying to know. She was super freaky, wasn’t she? It’s always the quiet ones who like to get their freak on. I’m looking at you two.” 

    Tara gestured to Bailey and Paige in the backseat. 

    “Hey!” Paige exclaimed. 

    Bailey didn’t reply, but even in the dark through my rearview mirror I could tell she’d turned bright red with embarrassment. 

    “You know we’ve, like, all had sex together, right?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. “You guys are totally freaky.” 

    “You’re the freaky one,” Paige muttered, and she looked away, but her cheeks were red, too. 

    “I’m not going to tell you,” I laughed.  

    “Ugh, fine,” Tara teased. “I guess that’s what makes you a gentleman.” 

    “I try my best.” I grinned. 

    “In an effort to change the subject,” Anna said, and she cleared her throat. “Have you come up with a plan for our attack?” 

    “I have an idea or two,” I said. “But I’d love to hear your input.” 

    “Okay.” Anna nodded. “What do you have in mind?” 

    “Well, we talked about you all being in charge of your own group of SEALs,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay with that.” 

    “Boss lady?” Tara asked. “I’m down.” 

    “Of course, you are,” Anna laughed. “But I don’t have a problem with it, either.” 

    “Of course, you don’t,” Tara mocked. “You’re already second in command.” 

    “True.” Anna shrugged. “Paige, Bailey?” 

    “I thought I was staying on shore?” Bailey asked. 

    “You are,” I clarified. “Paige, what do you think?” 

    “I can handle it,” the brunette assured me.  

    “You think the SEALs will be cool with it?” Anna asked, and she put her foot up on the dash and rolled her window down slightly to let the breeze in. “That was my biggest concern.” 

    “Yeah, mine, too,” Paige agreed. 

    “I think they’ll be fine with it,” I said.  

    “It will be weird to be split up,” Tara remarked.  

    “That’s another reason I wanted to ask you all about it,” I said. “We’re always a team, and I didn’t want to put any pressure on anyone.” 

    “I think it will be good for us,” Anna said. “A true test of our skills.” 

    “That’s a good way to look at it,” I chuckled. 

    “Yeah.” Tara nodded. “It’ll be weird, but I’m still excited.” 

    “Me, too,” Paige said, then she looked at Bailey. “I kind of feel bad you’re stuck on shore.” 

    “Don’t,” Bailey laughed. “I’d much rather it just be me and my gun so I can focus on what I need to do. Besides, you all are better with hand to hand combat than I am.” 

    “So, that means we’ll have four teams?” Paige asked.  

    “Right,” I agreed. “We’ll each head a team. I went over your ship layouts, and I saw you found another ladder toward the middle of the ship on the right hand side.” 

    “Yeah.” The brunette nodded. “So, we have one at the rear end of the ship, and one at the middle.” 

    “So, two teams will come up from the rear and split off, and the other two will do the same from the middle,” I said. 

    “Who wants where?” Tara asked. 

    “I’ll take the rear,” I said. 

    “Yeah, you will,” Tara laughed, and she winked at me in the rearview mirror, so I chuckled and rolled my eyes at her. 

    “I can go middle,” Anna said. 

    “Me, too,” Paige agreed. 

    “I guess that leaves me at the rear with you,” Tara said.  

    “Alright,” I agreed. “I’ll take left, Tara takes right. Anna takes left, Paige takes right.” 

    “That sounds good to me,” Anna agreed. 

    “Okay,” Paige added. 

    “I’m down.” Tara nodded. 

    “So, once we’re on board each of you will have a quadrant of the ship to clear,” I explained. The girls had been in plenty of crazy situations before, but they’d never led their own teams like this, so I thought a little bit of extra explanation wouldn’t hurt. 

    “So, since I’m middle right, then I’ll have the front right quadrant, correct?” Paige asked. 

    “That’s right,” I agreed with a smile.  

    “So, I’m front left,” Anna said. 

    “Back right,” Tara added. 

    “And I’m anywhere I can see,” Bailey chuckled. 

    “Right,” I laughed. 

    “As much as I’m still kind of sad you don’t get your own team, I do feel better knowing you’ll be there looking out for us,” Paige said. 

    “Yeah,” Tara said with a grin. “Bailey’s like a sexy lone wolf.” 

    “Thanks,” the blonde hippie laughed.  

    “I think being a lone wolf comes with the sniping territory,” I said. “But the sexy part, that’s all you.” 

    “Hell, yeah, it is,” Tara laughed, and she reached over and playfully shoved Bailey’s shoulder. 

    The blonde hippie girl giggled and turned bright red with embarrassment. 

    “What about after we take the ship?” Anna asked. 

    “Then we’ll blow the other two out of the water,” I said. 

    “How exactly are we doing that?” Paige asked. 

    “They have plasma canisters on board,” Bailey reminded me. “So, we can’t use the plasma guns on the ship we take.” 

    “Right,” I agreed. “We’ll have to use regular artillery.” 

    “Yeah, the plasma will only ignite if it’s hit with more plasma or an electrical current.” Paige nodded. 

    “Exactly.” I smiled. “As long as we don’t attack the other ships with plasma weapons, then we should be able to take them out no problem. Those small tanks would cause way too large of an explosion for us to be anywhere near them.” 

    “Dang,” Tara said, and she pursed her lips. “It does kind of suck we won’t get that plasma fuel.” 

    “I agree.” I nodded. “But it’s better to take them out when we have the opportunity before they see it coming than to try and fight them off once they’ve found us out.” 

    “True,” the platinum-blonde sighed. “I just hate to see it go to waste.” 

    “It’s not a waste if it gets the ships out of our hair,” Anna said. 

    “I guess that’s a good way to look at it.” Tara shrugged. 

    “What are we going to use to take the other ships out?” Bailey asked. 

    “We have the Howitzer,” Anna suggested. 

    “I’m not sure we can get it near enough to the water without it being spotted.” I pursed my lips. 

    “How else are we going to take them out?” Bailey asked with a frown. 

    “The ships have been equipped with plasma weapons, but they should also still have their anti-ship missiles still intact,” I said. 

    “You think?” Anna asked. 

    “Yes.” I nodded. “Even with plasma weapons, it’d be stupid to remove other weapon systems from the ship.” 

    “I guess that’s true,” the redhead agreed. 

    “So, we go in, take out the crew, use Minji to figure out the controls so we can point the missiles at the other ships, then we take them down,” Tara said with a shrug and a grin. “Easy peasy. Also kind of poetic, eh?” 

    “I’m glad you think so,” I laughed.  

    “We can handle it,” Anna assured me seriously. 

    “I know,” I told her.  

    “I do have one other question,” Paige said. 

    “What’s that?” I asked.  

    “How are we going to choose teams?” the brunette inquired. 

    “I say we line them all up like middle school soccer,” Tara said. “Except we’re the captains this time.” 

    “I was the captain then, too,” Anna chuckled. 

    “Of course, you were,” Tara laughed. 

    “Hm.” I thought for a moment. “We could just separate them randomly. Unless there’s anyone in particular you girls would like on your team.” 

    “Nobody comes to mind,” Paige said. “I was just curious.” 

    “Is there somebody you don’t want on your team?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “Weelllll,” Paige said, and she bit her lip. 

    “What?” I laughed. 

    “I’d rather not have Hammer on my team,” she admitted. “He’s their leader, and I just would feel too weird having him on my team.” 

    “Okay.” I nodded. “I understand.” 

    “I’ll take him,” Anna said, and she flashed me a competitive smile. 

    “Oh, you will, huh?” I chuckled. 

    “I’m an athlete.” The redhead shrugged. “And a team captain. It’s pretty much in my DNA to show off.” 

    “I think it’s a good idea for him to be on your team, too,” I told her. “I know you can handle the pressure.” 

    “Oh, are you saying we can’t?” Tara asked. 

    “I--” I started to backtrack, but the platinum-blonde cut me off with a laugh. 

    “I’m totally kidding, I don’t want that kind of responsibility,” she chuckled. “I feel like he’d scrutinize every move I made.” 

    “Right!” Paige exclaimed. 

    “Is this how you all felt when I took over?” I asked. 

    “No.” Tara shook her head. “You trained us, so it was totally different.” 

    “How so?” I asked. 

    “Okay, maybe it’s not totally different,” Tara admitted. “But we like you, and we wanted to impress you. Hammer has sway with these guys  though, so I guess more than anything I’d be concerned he would try to undermine you.” 

    “Yeah.” Paige nodded. “I think that’s the real issue I was having as well.” 

    “I assure you,” I said. “Hammer wouldn’t do that. He might be their Lieutenant, but the captain ordered the SEALs to follow our plan. At least for the next twenty-four hours.” 

    “Well, it doesn’t matter,” Tara joked. “Anna already said she’d take him.” 

    “And Navy SEAL or not, I’ll punch him in the face if he tries to take over my crew, too,” the redhead laughed. 

    I shook my head and laughed along with the girls. 

    We had the plan all figured out, now the only thing left to do was execute it. Once we got back to camp, we’d relax for a few hours during the day and catch up on some sleep, then, come evening, it was go time. 

    I had confidence the girls could handle their teams easily, and even though they were clearly concerned about the SEALs not listening to them, I didn’t think that would be an issue. The men definitely had warmed up to us over the past few days, and being a Ranger got me a bit of respect from the majority of them right away. The rest of them had come around, though.  

    It was still dark by the time we arrived back at the Coca Cola factory we were staying at, and I pulled around back and found a fire was still going at our camp. Ben sat nearby and tossed a small piece of wood on the flames, but he looked up and waved when he saw our headlights. 

    “Ben,” I chuckled as I hopped out of the jeep. “You know you don’t have to wait up for us, right?” 

    “I know,” he said with a wave of his hand. “But you all were out in the cold all night, I thought you might want something warm in your bellies before you went to bed.” 

    “That was nice of you,” I said with a smile. 

    “It was nothing,” he assured me. “Come, take a seat and get warm. Fire’s nice and hot.” 

    “Thanks,” I told him. 

    The girls and I made our way to the fire pit and took our seats. 

    I sat down next to Ben, and Tara sat next to me and laid her head against my shoulder. 

    Anna sat on the other side of Ben, with Bailey next to her, and Paige after that.  

    The girls and I all stuck our feet out toward the flames so they could get warm, and after a few minutes, I held my hands out, too. The heat from the fire sent tingles through my fingers and toes, and the feel of freshly warmed appendages was enough to make me let out a sigh of relief and lean back on the makeshift bench. 

    “Here,” Ben said, and he handed me a warm cup of clear liquid. 

    I handed the first cup to Tara and then took the next one he offered to me. After we all had our glasses, I lifted mine to take a drink but stopped when I smelled it.  

    “What is this?” I asked. “It smells… very alcoholic.” 

    “Oh, it is,” Ben chuckled. “It’s--” 

    “Wait, let me guess,” Tara said, and she smelled the glass and took a tiny sip. “Is it sake?” 

    “Yes!” Ben exclaimed.  

    “I never would have guessed that.” Anna shook her head. 

    “What’s sake?” Bailey asked, and her head cocked to the side as she investigated the contents of her mug more thoroughly. 

    “It’s rice wine,” Ben said. 

    “It’s boozy as all hell is what it is,” Tara laughed. 

    “Usually,” Ben agreed. “It’s from Japan.” 

    “You’ve never heard of sake?” Paige asked. 

    “No.” Bailey shook her head. “I guess I didn’t eat at a lot of japanese restaurants, though.” 

    “You never got sushi?” Tara asked. 

    “Vegan, remember?” Bailey chuckled. 

    “Oh, right.” The platinum-blonde frowned. 

    “Oh, man,” Anna said, and she closed her eyes and lifted her head to the sky. “I miss sushi so bad.” 

    “You like sushi, too?” Tara asked. 

    “It’s the best,” the redhead said. “I used to go like every weekend, there was a great place up--” 

    “In Burlington!” Tara exclaimed. “I know, right?” 

    “Sushi House?” Anna asked. 

    “Yessss,” Tara moaned. “The one that looked like it hadn’t been updated literally ever.” 

    “Yes,” Anna laughed. “And there was that old japanese grandpa that was always there. He made the best rolls.” 

    “So. Frickin. Good.” Tara punctuated each word by lifting her hand up further to the sky.  

    “I can’t believe we used to go to the same sushi restaurant,” Anna chuckled. 

    “I know, right,” Tara said. “I think I’m actually starting to like you.” 

    “Ew,” Anna said, then she smiled at the platinum-blonde. 

    We’d all been listening to the girls’ conversation, but while they were talking I watched as Bailey took a swig of the drink. Her face immediately scrunched up, and she tried hard to swallow while clearly fighting the urge to spit it into the grass. 

    Bailey lost that fight, though, and a second later she spun around and spat the liquid out of her mouth. She coughed a few times and then turned back around. Her cheeks were already beet red, and she looked incredibly embarrassed as she glanced over to Ben. 

    “Ben, I’m so sorry,” she said. 

    “It’s okay,” he laughed. “It’s not for everyone.” 

    “It’s hot,” Bailey whispered in horror. “Why was it hot?” 

    “That’s how you serve sake,” Tara explained. “Or at least that’s how you serve some sake. There are ones that are served chilled, too.” 

    “I don’t think I’ve ever had hot alcohol before,” Bailey said, and she wiped some leftover spit from her mouth. 

    “It’s an acquired taste,” Ben said, and he took the cup from Bailey. “How about some apple cider instead?” 

    “Yes, please,” the blonde hippie girl said. 

    “You all made this stuff?” Anna asked after she took a drink. “It’s nice.” 

    “Thanks,” Ben said, and he poured Bailey a cup of cider and handed it to her. “We thought we’d bring some creature comforts from home, and since you guys have been out doing so much work, I thought you could use a treat. I was going back and forth between sake or cider, I guess I made the wrong choice for Bailey.” 

    “Sorry,” the blonde chuckled. “I feel really bad that I spit it up.” 

    “Don’t,” Ben said with a wave of his hand. “It’s alright. Tav, what do you think?” 

    “I haven’t tried it yet.” I grinned and took a swig. 

    The smooth alcohol hit my tongue and burned a fire down my throat as it went down. I’d had sake before, and this was some good stuff. I didn’t know how Ben and the other doomsday preppers managed to make something so delicious, but I reminded myself to ask them. The liquid seemed soft in my mouth, and it was smooth as it worked its way down my throat. He was right to serve it warm, too. The heat only added to the flavor and made it that much tastier. The warmth really brought out the sweetness. 

    “It’s delicious,” I told him with a clap on the shoulder, and I really meant it. 

    It had been a few days since I’d had anything hard to drink, and it was nice to relax, even if it was only for a few minutes.  

    I savored the flavor of the homemade sake while I listened to the girls chat. The fire was nice and warm, and after I finished my drink, I figured it was time to head to bed.  

    Tomorrow night was go time, and I knew it would be a long night regardless of how the mission went. I expected it would go smoothly, but there was always the chance it wouldn’t. 

    No matter how meticulously planned an operation was, there were variables that couldn’t be accounted for. We weren’t going up against robots that did the exact same thing every single day. These were really human beings, and there was always the off chance they’d change their routine at the last second. 

    We tended to be creatures of habit, so the chances of that were slim, but they were still there, and I had to remind myself of them to stay humble. I’d succeeded a lot in my military career, and also with my missions with the girls, but I never wanted to take that success for granted. It hadn’t come out of thin air, I’d worked hard for it, and I needed to continue to work hard to keep it going. 

    Whenever we went on a mission, there was a real possibility that somebody would get hurt, or possibly worse.  

    I’d trained my girls well, but there was still always that small chance that something could go wrong. That weighed at the back of my mind, but I pushed it to the side and focused on our plan for tomorrow. 

    Once nightfall hit, we’d attack.  

    And I’d make sure we all came out of it alive. 

  


   
    Chapter 12 

    I woke early in the afternoon and found the girls all around me, still asleep. I figured I’d let them get a little more rest, so I got dressed and made my way out of the tent.  

    I waved to some members of our group as I walked by, but I was headed to the Captain’s office. We’d brought our own supplies, and I’d told him as much, but I saw a couple things in his supply room that I wanted to borrow for the mission.  

    As I entered the building, I bumped into someone, and I immediately held out my hands to steady them, only to realize it was Minji. 

    “Hi,” I said with a big smile. 

    “Hello,” she breathed, and she looked up at me and blushed. 

    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bump into you,” I said, and my smile turned to amusement at her embarrassment. 

    “That’s alright,” she said, and she bit her lip. “Is there anything I can do for you?” 

    “I’m just headed to speak to the Captain,” I told her. “I want to see about borrowing some of the weapons you all have.” 

    “Oh, of course.” She nodded, and her dark eyebrows furrowed together. “Let me walk with you, I was headed to the same place.” 

    “Alright,” I agreed. 

    We got to the stairs, and Minji took them first, which gave me a great view of her perfect ass. My cock twitched just remembering what we’d done the day before, but I pushed the thought out of my mind and focused on the task at hand. 

    Once we got to the Captain's door, Minji knocked three times and then waited. 

    “Come in!” the Captain called, and I wondered why he never seemed to answer his door.  

    “Sir,” Minji said as she opened the door for us and stepped through. “Tav would like to speak with you.” 

    “What’s this about?” he asked, and his bushy eyebrows pinched together. “Is everything alright?” 

    “It’s great,” I assured him. “We’ll be leaving tonight to take out the ships.” 

    “Oh, very good.” He nodded. “So, what can I help you with?” 

    “I saw some weapons in your arsenal I’d like to see about borrowing,” I said. 

    “Borrowing, eh?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “What is it you were looking at?” 

    “I was looking at the Heckler & Koch silenced weapons you have,” I told him. “Particularly the MP5SD, and the Mark 23. I noticed it was the USSOCOM version with the suppressor.” 

    “Right,” the Captain agreed. “What about the plasma weapons? You all seemed to have a lot of them, I figured you would use them since they’re already so quiet.” 

    “Normally I would.” I nodded. “But that would be particularly dangerous in this situation.” 

    “How so?” Minji asked, and I turned to see her staring at me curiously. 

    “Well, we figured out the plasma fluid will only ignite if hit with a plasma or electrical blast,” I said. “So, if we take plasma guns on board and there’s a spill, or we accidently hit someone else’s weapon, it could cause a huge explosion.” 

    “Quite the opposite of stealthy at that point, eh,” the Captain said with a half chuckle. 

    “Yes, sir,” I agreed. “It would be safer for everyone involved if we all used silenced weapons instead of the plasma weapons.” 

    “Alright.” He nodded. “You and your team take whatever you need, just make sure you check it out with Minji first.” 

    “Thank you, sir.” I smiled and held my hand out. “I appreciate it.” 

    “Of course,” he said, and he smiled back at me and shook my hand. “You’ve done well so far. I know you and the SEALs can handle this.” 

    “I’ll make sure nothing happens to them,” I assured him. 

    “I’ll hold you to that,” he said.  

    “I can take you to the supply room if you’d like,” Minji said. 

    “Alright,” I agreed. “Didn’t you need to speak to the Captain, though? I can meet you down there.” 

    “Oh, yes,” Minji said, as if she’d forgotten the whole reason she’d come with me to begin with. “I will meet you there in just a few minutes, then.” 

    “Okay.” I smiled and headed back out of the office, and I made sure to shut the door behind me. I didn’t know what Minji needed to talk to the Captain about, but it was always nice to have a bit of privacy, regardless of the situation.  

    I made my way down the rickety stairs and to the room that had been converted into the supply room. 

    I looked around while I waited for Minji, and I saw there were enough of the H&K Mark 23s for all the girls, but there were only a few of the MP5SDs.  

    These were special, tactical weapons, and I hadn’t run across any in our travels up until now. I was excited to handle one of them. The weapons were designed for stealthiness, and they’d be the perfect guns for this mission.  

    While I looked over the weapons, I couldn’t help but think about what Minji and I had done the day before. The table was back in perfect order, but I smiled when I remembered how it had looked less than twenty-four hours ago. 

    “Sorry about that,” Minji said, and I turned to see her in the doorway. She picked up the clipboard off the wall and started to scan down it with her finger.  

    “That’s okay,” I told her with a smile.  

    “So, how many are you going to need, and of what?” she asked, and I could tell she was trying to be all business.  

    “I’d like three of the H&K Mark 23s,” I answered. “And one of the MP5SDs.” 

    “Good choices,” she said with a smile.  

    “Oh, actually,” I said. “Make it four of the Mark 23s.” 

    “Did you forget one of the girls?” she asked. 

    “No,” I chuckled. “Bailey’s got her sniper rifle. She won’t be needing one of these. The fourth one is for you.” 

    “Me?” she asked, and she looked up from the clipboard with surprise. “Oh.” 

    “Unless there’s something else you want?” I asked.  

    “No, I like the Mark 23,” she told me with a smile. “Thank you.” 

    “Don’t thank me, I’m borrowing them from you,” I teased. 

    “Good point,” she laughed, and I was glad to see her demeanor relax.  

    “The SEALs will need weapons as well,” I said. “And I’d like for theirs to be silenced, too.” 

    “Most of them already have a MP5SD and Mark 23,” she told me. 

    “Perfect,” I said. “I’ll make sure and bring that up when I talk to them.” 

    “When are you going to do that?” she asked. 

    “As soon as we’re done here,” I answered. “I need to go over the plan with them.” 

    “Should I attend the meeting, too?” the beautiful Korean woman asked. 

    “I would assume so,” I said with a smile. “You’re coming, aren’t you?” 

    “Yes.” She smiled back at me. 

    “Then you should most definitely come to the meeting,” I said. 

    “Alright,” she agreed. “I’ll follow you out, then.” 

    “Sounds good,” I said, and I gathered up the weapons I needed, plus enough ammunition for all of them.  

    Tara would be excited to use the H&K Mark 23. This weapon shot .45 caliber bullets, versus her Ruger which only shot .22s. I knew she loved her little gun, but this H&K was a beast, and I had a feeling she might grow to like it more than her Ruger altogether, in which case, I was going to have to make a deal with the Captain so she could keep it. 

    Minji brought me a small bag to put the supplies in, then we headed out to where my group had set up camp. 

    The girls were awake when I got back, and they sat around the fire with Ben, Jeff, Donna, and Johnny.  

    I saw a pot on the fire, and I could smell some delicious aromas coming out of it, so I figured Tara had decided to cook dinner for the night. Or maybe it was breakfast since we’d gotten up so late. Whatever it was, it smelled delicious. 

    “Hey,” Anna greeted me as I walked over. 

    “Heeeeyyyy, Minji,” Tara said, and she smiled wide at the Korean woman. 

    “Hello,” Minji said sweetly, and she blushed slightly and looked down. 

    “Come sit,” Paige offered. 

    “Are we not headed to the meeting?” Minji asked me. 

    “We are,” I told her. “Soon. But I need to show the girls their new toys.” 

    “Oooh, new toys?” Tara asked. 

    “I think you, in particular, are going to like it a lot,” I chuckled.  

    “Why’s that?” Tara asked. 

    I didn’t respond, I simply pulled out the Mark 23 from the bag and held it up for her to see. 

    “Oh  sweet baby Jesus,” the platinum-blonde breathed, and her eyes grew wide with excitement as she reached for the weapon.  

    “Take a look,” I told her as I passed her the gun. “It’s your weapon for tonight.” 

    “I’m glad you found some suppressed weapons,” Paige said. “I didn’t think it was a good idea for us to use our plasma guns.” 

    “Neither did I,” I agreed. “Much too dangerous. I saw these yesterday in the supply room, and the Captain has generously allowed us to use them for tonight.” 

    “As if we aren’t saving his butt, too,” Tara muttered with an eye roll. 

    “They’re still his supplies,” I reminded her. “And he didn’t have to let us use them.” 

    “Yeah, you’re right,” the platinum-blonde sighed. “I’m still just mad that he’s in charge.” She glanced over to Minji. “No offense. He seems nice. It just didn’t seem like he was doing a lot when we got here.” 

    “None taken,” Minji said with a shake of her head. “The Captain is a good man, but he has focused more on surviving than winning. That is simply fact.” 

    “She knows what’s up,” Tara chuckled. 

    “What are you cooking?” Minji asked. “It smells so good.” 

    “Oh, thanks,” Tara said with a bright smile. “It’s just some venison chili. I figured I would make some for everyone for tonight. Oh, and cornbread, too.” 

    “You made food for the SEALs?” Minji asked. 

    “Of course.” The platinum-blonde nodded. “I thought they could use a little pick me up before the mission tonight. You’re welcome to have some, too. You’re still coming, right?” 

    “Yes,” Minji agreed. “And I would love some.” 

    “Good.” Tara grinned at the beautiful Korean woman, and I thought about what a strange creature she was. 

    The platinum-blonde was sassy as all hell, but she was also the sweetest thing when it came to the people she loved. Except for Anna, but I considered that a special relationship all on its own. Part of me even thought Tara was closer to Anna than to Paige or Bailey. The two of them bickered like siblings, and while it was amusing to watch, I knew they loved each other beyond measure, and when the three of us made love they were always very affectionate to each other.  

    I passed out the other Mark 23s to Anna and Paige, and I gave Minji hers as well. 

    “Those are pretty nice,” Ben said as he eyed the weapons. 

    “They are.” I grinned and pulled out my MP5. “But I think you’ll like mine better.” 

    He whistled low. “I think I do.” 

    “Give it a look,” I chuckled and handed him the weapon. 

    “Mmm mmm mm,” he mused and shook his head as he looked it over. “She’s a beast, alright. Really underrated weapon in my opinion.” 

    “If you need something for a stealth operation, especially at night, this is what you need,” I said as he passed the submachine gun back to me. 

    I looked up at the sky. It was early afternoon, which meant we had a couple of hours until it got dark, which was just enough time for everyone to eat and go over the plan one more time.  

    I had looked over the blueprints well, and I knew exactly what area was mine to cover, and also where I needed to go. The girls all had their areas memorized as well, now all we had to do was gather the SEALs and let them know where they were going to be.  

    I waited for Tara’s dinner to get finished, then I rounded up all the men who were going with us and sat them down around our fire. I looked out at the men, and where they had been frustrated with my presence when they’d first met me, now they listened respectfully to their orders. 

    “Alright,” I said, and I passed the ship layout scheme around again. “I want to thank all of you for coming with us tonight on this mission. I know you’re trained for it, and it should all run smoothly, but you know as well as I do there is always risk involved, and I want to thank you for taking that risk.” 

    Some of the men nodded to me, and Hammer muttered “Amen” under his breath and shook his head. I knew he’d lost some men since he’d been here, so I understood his getting emotional about what I said. 

    “I passed out the blueprints again,” I continued. “I know Paige has passed them around the past couple of days for everyone to look at, but I just wanted to be sure anybody who wanted to look them over again had the opportunity to do so.” 

    Tara sat to my right and practiced changing the magazine on her pistol, which reminded me of something else I needed to touch on. 

    “Minji has told me most of you have H&K Mark 23s or MP5SDs checked out,” I said. “If you have one, please only use it. If you don’t, please get one from Minji. I also have dark colored clothes for you to look through if you’d like to wear something other than your standard issue camo.” 

    The men looked briefly at the blueprints, but mostly they were focused on me, which I liked to see. It showed me they respected what I had to say, so I figured I should get to the good part. 

    “We will be split into four teams,” I said. “Each of the girls and I will have six of you with us, except for my group, which will only have four.” 

    “There are five of you,” one of the men pointed out. 

    “Right.” I nodded. “My mistake. Bailey here is our resident sniper, and she’ll be off shore and ready to take out anybody she can.” 

    “You’re a sniper?” Rivers asked, and his eyebrows furrowed together in confusion. 

    “Um, yeah,” Bailey said and turned slightly red. “I’m looking forward to working with you guys. Well, not exactly with you, I guess, but I’m looking forward to looking out for you however I can.” 

    “Right.” Rivers nodded, but he still seemed slightly skeptical. 

    It didn’t matter, though. He wouldn’t be skeptical for long, not once he saw what Bailey could do. 

    “Paige has randomly assigned you to your groups,” I said, and the brunette passed out a piece of paper. “Whichever name is at the top of your list, that is your leader for tonight. I expect you to follow their orders. As long as we work as a unit, this should go smoothly.” 

    The men nodded their agreement, and I glanced over and smiled at the girls. They’d been worried about some sort of protest, but I knew there wouldn’t be one. These guys were skeptical at first, but now they were just happy to have something to do besides bridge watching. 

    “The groups with Anna and Paige will be entering from the middle ladder,” I added. “The groups with Tara and I will enter from the rear. Your group leader will have a walkie talkie in case something goes wrong. It should be on at all times, but only used if absolutely necessary. Now that everyone has their assignments, Tara has made some dinner for us all, so let’s eat, then we’ll get ready and meet here just before sundown. Sound good?” 

    The guys nodded, and where they’d been serious before and paying attention to the instructions, they’d heard the word dinner and realized that delicious smell was meant for them. I could see all their demeanors change to ones of excitement as they got up and made their way over to where Donna and Jeff filled up bowls and passed them out.  

    “Mmm,” one guy sighed and closed his eyes as he took a bite and walked past me.  

    “I knew dinner was a good idea,” Tara laughed as she came over to stand next to me.  

    “You were absolutely right,” I chucked and threw my arm over her shoulder. Tara wrapped her arms around my waist and laid her head against my chest, so I leaned down and kissed her platinum-blonde hair.  

    “Mmm, I love you,” she whispered against me.  

    “I love you, too.” I smiled and kissed her head again.  

    Tara wasn’t usually this affectionate, but I wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth, so I just soaked up the feel of her perfect body against mine while I waited for the men to all get their bowls.  

    After they’d all been served, the girls and I got our bowls and sat down to eat. I’d already heard several men talk about how good the food was, and I couldn’t wait to try it. I knew it would be good since I got to have Tara’s cooking all the time, but this was probably the first home cooked meal these guys had had since before the EMP hit.  

    I’d loved my time in the service, but I had to say, the food wasn’t the best. MREs only tasted so good for so long before it was difficult to stomach them.  

    I remember I’d seen some in one of the grocery stores once, and I couldn’t imagine why someone would want to buy them. It was bad enough having them issued, but I wasn’t about to spend money on the damn things.  

    After I got my bowl, I sat down next to the girls and took a large bite. The flavor of beans and meat filled my mouth, and after a few seconds a spiciness hit my tongue. It really was delicious, and I let out a sigh of contentment as I cheered and swallowed.  

    “Good?” Tara chuckled when she heard me sigh.  

    “Delicious,” I told her.  

    “It is very good,” Minji said. “Where did you learn to cook?”  

    “My grandma used to cook a lot,” Tara said. “But I didn’t really start cooking until last year.” 

    “Last year?” Minji asked with surprise. “That is very impressive.”  

    “Thanks.” The platinum-blonde smiled. “Do you cook?”  

    “A little bit,” she admitted. “Nothing like this, though. I always loved American style food, but my mom was no good at making it, so I learned mostly Korean dishes.”  

    “You’ll have to cook for us sometime,” Tara encouraged.  

    “Oh, yum,” Bailey said with a big smile. “I’d love to try some Korean food.”  

    “I love Korean barbecue.” Anna grinned.  

    “I’m sure we can find a time to make that happen,” Minji laughed.  

    “How about after the mission?” Tara asked. “It’s kind of a tradition of ours to have a good meal after we take out some assholes.” 

    “Oh, yeah.” Bailey smiled. “We brought spices with us.” 

    “And plenty of supplies,” Paige added. “We’d love to taste your cooking.” 

    “Okay, sure,” Minji said with a smile. “It’d be my pleasure.” 

    Even though I’d seen it before, I was always surprised by how kind the girls were to other women, especially ones I’d had sexual affairs with. They didn’t seem to care at all, though. They knew where they stood with me, and that was all that mattered. 

    I dipped my cornbread in my chili and took another bite. It was delicious, and I once again let out a sigh of contentment as I finished my meal. 

    Once we had all eaten, it was time to get ready. I gathered some clothes from the boxes we’d brought back and went to the tent to put them on. 

    I’d gotten my hair cut before we left, so it was still nice and short, and my beard was still trimmed up, too, so I didn’t worry about them. 

    I slipped on the black cargo pants, and the matching cargo shirt, then I pulled on my military boots and put the brown gloves we’d found in my back pocket. 

    I made sure I had my Tanto blade on one hip, and my new MP5 on the other. Once that was done, I stepped outside to wait for everyone else. 

    Minji walked up first, and the translator looked incredible. She had on a black turtleneck, black cargo pants, and military issue boots. Her dark hair was slicked back into a ponytail, which only accentuated her beautiful features. She had high cheekbones and a long nose that led down to perfectly plump lips. Her dark eyes were almond-shaped, and a slight blush came to her cheeks as she walked over to me.  

    “Tav,” she said. “I wanted to talk to you before we leave.” 

    “What is it?” I asked, concerned something was wrong. 

    “I noticed that I’m listed as being on Paige’s team,” she said. 

    “Right.” I nodded. 

    “I’d like to be on your team instead,” she said, and she lifted her chin slightly. 

    “The groups were assigned randomly,” I said. 

    “Yes,” she agreed. “But you have two less men than everyone else. I’d like to be on your team so I can help out.” 

    I thought for a moment. Minji was right, I had less people than the girls did, but that was by design. I didn’t think I needed as many as them, but Minji seemed insistent that she be on my team. I wasn’t sure if it was only because she thought it unfair I didn’t have as many people, or if it was because she wanted to be near me, but either way I didn’t think it was too big of a deal. 

    “Alright,” I agreed. “You can be on my team, but I don’t want to leave Paige short, so we’ll trade one of the other men for you.” 

    “If that’s what you’d like to do.” She nodded. 

    It would probably be better if Minji were on my team, anyway. As well as she’d done against Tara, I’d like to be able to keep an eye on her. She was the only one who wasn’t tactically trained, and even though she had skills, I figured it would be a good idea to have her near me in case she got overwhelmed. I didn’t expect that would happen, but if it did, I wanted to be there to take control of the situation.  

    The girls went into the tent after me, and when they emerged, I had to stop for a moment and take in how incredibly sexy they looked.  

    Each of them wore the black zip up cargo shirts with the tan stripe down the middle, except for Bailey. The blonde sniper wore some of the black cargo pants we’d gotten, but she had chosen an all black zip up hoodie, a black beanie, and her trusty pair of dark green Chuck Taylors. Her shoulder-length blonde hair poked out from under the beanie, and even though she was dressed like a straight-up assassin, I couldn’t help but feel like she looked absolutely adorable. Her small, delicate features were in stark contrast to her all black attire, and I inwardly chuckled at the sweet smile on her plump pink lips compared to her gothic wardrobe for the evening. Her Barrett was in the jeep waiting for her, but she had her usual M9 on her hip. Her gray-blue eyes caught mine as she walked toward the fire, and her smile grew even wider.  

    Paige followed behind, and the tall, thin brunette looked gorgeous in the dark outfit. She wore the cargo pants and black hoodie I’d picked up for them, along with a pair of dark hiking boots. Her new Mark 23 was on her hip, and even though I knew she would prefer to use her Atchisson, she looked sexy as hell with that pistol on her hip. Her long, dark hair was pulled up into a tight ponytail instead of its usual messy bun, which I figured was to make sure it stayed out of her face as she worked. Her dark, thick-rimmed glasses accentuated her delicate eyebrows and dark-brown eyes. Her tall, slender figure looked even smaller in the all black outfit, and I smiled at her as she walked over and took a seat by the fire. 

    Anna was next, and the redhead looked like she was a supermodel turned assassin. Her long red hair was pulled back into its usual braid, with a few flyaways around her face. She had on a pair of black leggings and sneakers, and she wore the same zip up hoodie as Paige, except hers was only partially zipped up so I could see the barest bit of her cleavage. Her leggings hugged her toned thighs and ass, and the zip up hoodie did the same for her slender waist and small, perky breasts. Her new Mark 23 was in a holster under her arm, and she had her hunting knife under the other. Her emerald eyes were serious, and she looked around cooly as she made her way over to the fire and cocked her hip out to the side so she could place her hand on it.  

    Tara was last, but certainly not least. The platinum-blonde came out of the tent looking as flawless as ever. She wore the same cargo pants and zip up jacket as Paige, as well as a pair of dark military boots. Her long blonde hair was pulled up into a high ponytail, and she had the black baseball cap she’d found at the sporting goods store on. Unlike Paige’s tall, thin figure, the zip up sweater and cargo pants showed off Tara’s sexy hourglass shape. The shape of her large breasts were clearly visible underneath the sweater, and the cargo pants fit her tightly so they showed off her perfect ass. Like always, she had fresh mascara and lipgloss on, and she looked like she’d just stepped off a movie set and into real life. She was absolutely gorgeous.  

    “You all look ready,” I said with a smile as Tara took a seat next to Paige by the fire. 

    “Are we good to go?” Tara asked. 

    “It looks like it,” I said as I glanced over and saw the SEALs headed to us. Some of them had chosen to wear their usual blue camo pants, but a few of them had chosen to wear the new cargo pants and zip up sweaters we’d picked up for them. They were all good-sized men, and they definitely looked like a force to be reckoned with as they walked toward us all in a group. 

    “Let’s do this.” I grinned. 

    It took three of our jeeps packed full to fit everyone, but we all piled in and took off toward the water. As we drove, I replayed the plan in my head.  

    The sun had just barely set on the horizon, which was good, because I didn’t want our headlights to attract too much attention. We had the rafts aired up and strapped to the top of the jeeps, ready to go, and everybody was strapped to the nines and good to go. 

    Once we arrived at our chosen location, the same place we’d done surveillance the past two nights before, I parked the jeep in the alley and hopped out.  

    Everyone else followed suit, and Paige passed out walkies to Anna, Tara, Bailey, and myself. I hooked mine to my hip, then I pulled the inflatable raft and oars down from the roof of our jeep. 

    The SEALs got theirs down as well, and it wasn’t long until we were all completely ready to go. Everyone was gathered into their groups, and I stared at them for a moment and took in the sight.  

    Each of the girls had a group of big, burly men behind them, but I knew my women were the most badass of all. I was incredibly proud of them at that moment, but it was still a serious moment, so I held back the smile I had hiding behind my lips. 

    I glanced around to the SEALs, and each of them looked at me with hard, determined eyes. It was clear it was mission time, and I’d hate to be the other guys when we came along. 

    “The only easy day was yesterday,” I said to quote one of the SEALs’ mottos.  

    “It pays to be a winner,” Hammer replied to quote the other motto.  

    “Then let’s be winners.” I grinned, and my team grinned back at me.  

    It was time to go.

  


   
    Chapter 13 

    We all carefully made our way to the edge of the water where we’d been posted the past two days. It was hidden enough for us to get on the water, but we’d need to be careful so the lights from the ships didn’t catch us.  

    I watched and waited until the light had just passed us, then I quickly tossed the raft in the water. Anna’s team was first, and the redhead hopped down with her team behind her.  

    The redhead turned to look at me after they were all in, and she flashed me a toothy grin, then she pointed ahead.  

    Their little raft took off toward the ship, making sure to stay close to the edge of the water until they reached the right point to make their way over.  

    Once again, I waited for the light to go by, then I tossed the next raft in the water. This time, it was Paige. She and Anna were the front sections of the ship, so they went first since they’d have a little bit further to travel. 

    The brunette’s team took off quickly as well, then it was Tara’s turn, and before the platinum-blonde hopped on her raft, she gave me a quick kiss on the lips. 

    “See you on the other side.” She grinned and jumped down onto the inflatable float.  

    After the other three girls were in the water, I turned to Bailey.  

    “Be careful,” I told her. “There could be foot soldiers out still.” 

    “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I got your back.” 

    “I know you do,” I told her with a grin, then I grabbed the sides of her face and kissed her forehead. 

    The light flashed by us again, and I flashed Bailey a quick smile before I hopped down into my own raft. Minji was next, then the rest of my team.  

    Once we were in the water, I felt my heart rate spike. The mission had officially begun, and I was absolutely ready. Now all we needed was to get over to the boat without the lights hitting us.  

    I could see the girls’ rafts ahead of me as we made our way toward the large vessel in the water. It was a ways out there, and it would take us at least ten minutes to get there, especially given that we had to manually row our rafts. 

    Of course, we’d allotted for that time, but that didn’t make it any less nerve wracking. We were on open water, and if these guys saw us there was no doubt they’d try to take us out. We had weapons, and everyone on our team was a great shot, not to mention we had Bailey on our side, but there was still a chance one of them could get to the plasma weapon before we were able to take them out.  

    As dangerous as these missions were, the ones we’d been doing lately were even more so. The plasma weapons the NKs had created were seriously deadly, and just one blast from one could take someone out for good.  

    I glanced behind me and saw Minji staring ahead at the large ship. The beautiful Korean woman had a hard look of determination in her eyes, and I knew this had to be somewhat personal for her.  

    As an immigrant, she had grown to love this country as her own, and now her own people were trying to take it away. That would be difficult for anyone to handle.  

    Making things personal could cause things to get messy, though, and I realized I’d need to keep a more careful eye on her than I thought. I didn’t want her to get emotional and make a mistake.  

    The light came back around, and I held my breath as it crossed past us. We’d calculated just right so it missed us, and with the water being so dark, there’s no way they could see us without it. Not until we got closer to the ship at least. 

    The water was cold, and I could feel it against my legs under the raft. The wind blew against my face as I continued to paddle, but I didn’t let that deter me, I simply squinted my eyes against it and continued on.  

    The moon was just a sliver in the sky, and it shined down on the water and created a small amount of silver in front of us.  

    It was a beautiful night, which seemed at total odds against what we were doing.  

    The closer we got to the boat, the more closely I kept an eye on the ship. I looked for soldiers, but the boat was tall, and when we got close enough, it was difficult to see over the edges from below.  

    I knew Bailey was watching, though, and that thought gave me some comfort.  

    We finally reached the ship, and Tara and I stopped near the back while Paige and Anna continued forward to the middle. I waited until they were in place, then I nodded to Tara, and we carefully made our way over to the ladder that led up to the ship.  

    The destroyer was even larger in person, just like I knew it would be. It looked huge from the shore, but being so close only made me realize just how large it was. I had my quadrant memorized, but there was a difference from seeing something on paper and seeing it in reality. 

    I took a deep breath and reached for the ladder. It was more of a staircase, really, but there was a railing near it, and I grabbed onto it and hopped onto the ship. 

    Nobody was nearby, so Minji passed me the rope to tie off the raft, and once that was done, I tied off Tara’s raft, too. 

    We all carefully got onto the ship, then Tara and I led our teams up to the top of the stairs.  

    I peeked my head up to check for soldiers. At first, I didn’t see any, but then I noticed a guy at the very back of the ship. He sat in a corner with a cigarette in his hand. 

    I raised my MP5 to take him out, and he looked up and noticed me just then. He whispered something in Korean and moved to grab his radio, but I quickly pulled the trigger of my new submachine gun and took the guy out with a couple shots to the dome. The gun was quiet as hell, with just a small thud-click sound to indicate it had been fired. I was impressed, which was difficult to do considering how many weapons I’d used in my time.  

    His lifeless body collapsed into the chair, and his cigarette fell to the deck of the ship. I could still smell its terrible smoky aroma, and I wrinkled my nose as I looked for more soldiers.  

    We were near the large plasma weapon, so there should have been two men here, but there was only the one in the corner smoking. 

    Tara nudged me slightly, and I turned back to look at her. She shrugged and held up her hands in the universal ‘what’s up?’ signal. 

    I shook my head and turned back around to see up on the deck. 

    I heard another voice, and a second later, I saw a soldier come out of the inner part of the ship. He was buttoning his pants, so I figured we’d just caught him coming from the restroom.  

    He talked to his dead friend while I lined up my shot, and just when he realized he wasn’t responding, I fired my MP5, and he fell to the deck with a shot through the temple. Blood pooled around his head quickly, and once I knew the coast was clear, I led Tara and the rest of the group up the stairs. 

    At the top, Tara nodded to me, and she and her team went to the right while mine went to the left. 

    There were several parts of the ship that needed to be cleared, so I focused on the first one, which was the deck. That was where all the soldiers were posted on guard duty, so everyone below deck would think it was safe since there were people above them on duty.  

    The ones below deck would be cake, so I started with the largest threat first. 

    I led my team around the upper level to the side of the deck. Minji was right behind me, and the SEALs formed a line after her.  

    We worked quickly as we made our way across the deck. Any soldier I saw got quickly taken out with a shot to the dome.  

    I could barely hear the SEALs behind me, and I thought how stealthy they were for such large guys.  

    We rounded a corner and ran into a group of five men on what looked like a smoke break. They sat in lawn chairs that were just short enough we wouldn’t have been able to see them on shore. 

    “Shit,” I breathed. This was one of those random, unpredictable things I’d been worried about.  

    Before any of the guys could move, I quickly fired off a couple of shots and took out the guy closest to me.  

    His buddies started to shout, but Minji got one that tried to make a run for it, and one of the SEALs took out another who reached for his radio. Thus far we’d managed to not alert anyone, and that wasn’t about to change now. 

    The last two guys scurried to hide behind their dead friends, which I thought was both smart and tasteless.  

    It didn’t matter, though, because before they could make it, I took out one of them with a shot through the neck. Blood spattered out from where I’d hit his artery, and he instinctively reached up to try and cover the wound, but I knew it would do nothing. He was about to be dead in a matter of seconds, there was no use wasting another bullet on him. 

    Before I could set my sights on the second guy, Minji once again came through with a shot to the guy’s temple that sent him tumbling to the floor.  

    I had planned for the guards up ahead, but the sound the men made had alerted them, and now I heard shouting. 

    “Fuck,” I breathed. 

    I quickly pulled my men over behind one of the nearby pillars, and we crouched and waited for the guards.  

    It wasn’t long before four of them came running down the deck with their plasma weapons in their hands. 

    They hadn’t seen us yet, though, so I quickly lined up my shot and took the guy in the front down. 

    The other men’s faces changed from concern to fear as they realized they were under attack. They pulled up their weapons and fired some shots in our general direction, but it was clear they hadn’t seen us yet. 

    I lined up another shot and pulled the trigger.  

    Two men fell at the same time, and I knew one of them had been taken out by one of the SEALs.  

    Once we’d cleared the outer deck, it was time to head inside the upper compartment of the ship. The men in the barracks would most likely not be armed and waiting like the guards were, so it shouldn’t be too much trouble to take them out.  

    We made our way to the door we were to enter through, and as we did, I saw Anna’s team up ahead. They were headed to their entrance door as well, and I was proud to see how quickly they had cleared their section of deck. 

    I yanked the door open with my gun at the ready, and immediately I ran into three guys. 

    I took out the first one with a shot to the face, but the second reached for his radio, and Minji took the shot before I could. The beautiful Korean woman had good aim, and the man went down with a bullet hole through his eye. 

    The last guy knew it was futile to reach for his weapon or his radio at that point, so he charged me. It was a small space, so I had no way to avoid him, but just before he made contact with me, I raised my knee and gave him a swift kick to the chest. His momentum played against him, and he went flying backward, which gave me the perfect opportunity to take the shot. 

    We were below deck where the crew members slept, and there were doors all around us, so I glanced back at my team and gestured for them to split up and clear the rooms.  

    They understood easily, and I quickly made my way to the end of the hallway. I took the last door there, and Minji took the door next to mine. 

    In an attempt to remain quiet, I reached out and turned the knob. It opened easily, and inside I found a man lying on a small bed in a white T-shirt and a pair of white boxers. The room was the size of a matchbox, and the only things in it were the man, the bed, and a small sink in the far right corner of the room.  

    The soldier saw me, and a surprised and terrified look flashed across his face. 

    I let a round off, but he was quick, and he rolled off the bed onto the opposite side of the room. 

    I rolled my eyes and shook my head. He wasn’t going to make it easy, but I couldn’t allow him to get his plasma gun. 

    His uniform was hung up next to the sink, and I saw his plasma gun there, so I took aim and waited. 

    Not three seconds later, his hand reached up from behind the bed, and I put a hole right through it. 

    The man screamed out in pain, and I quickly ran over, hopped on the bed, and looked down at where he laid beside it. 

    He clutched his bloody hand and looked at me with dark eyes filled with fear. I don’t speak Korean, but from the way he shook his head, it was clear he was begging for his life. 

    I ignored his pleas and took the shot. His eyes went blank as they stared up at the ceiling, and he was still clutching his wounded hand, but now blood ran from the bullet wound in the middle of his forehead down to the floor. 

    After that was done, I carefully hopped off the bed and made my way back out to the hallway. The SEALs were finishing up in their rooms as well. Some of them were out in the hallway, clearly having finished their task, and the remaining few made their way out as I watched. 

    Minji had finished as well, and I nodded to the beautiful Korean woman. She was doing well so far, and I was proud of her efforts. 

    After that hallway was clear, I led my team out another door and into the center hallway of the ship.  

    As I opened the door, I ran into Tara. She was headed to the same place we were, just on the opposite side of the ship, and she smiled at me when she saw me, blew me a kiss, and led her team down to the next door. 

    I smiled and shook my head slightly. Even during a mission, the platinum-blonde managed to make me smile. 

    I led my team down the hallway to the next door, and we cleared the next set of rooms. This time, there wasn’t anyone in the room I cleared, which meant he was probably one of the guards on deck who’d already been taken out. 

    We had two more rows of rooms to clear, so we quickly moved through them and cleared every last room before we found the stairs at the end of the hall and headed down to the lower level of the ship. Here was where the real surprises began. 

    I knew the layout of the ship from the blueprints, but I had no idea where, if any, guards would be posted. This was where the real fun began, and where the SEALs would get their chance to shine. 

    The lower level of the ship smelled like oil, and it was hot as hell. There were only a few lights down there, and they flickered on and off randomly.  

    I quickly surveyed the area and found that the machinery was in the middle of the room, which meant we needed to go around it.  

    I turned around to my team and pointed to one side of the room, then to the three SEALs I had with me. The three of them nodded and took off toward that side of the room.  

    That left Minji with me, and the beautiful Korean woman and I made our way down the machinery with our guns at the ready. I wasn’t sure if anybody would be down there working or not, but we’d be ready if that was the case.  

    Minji was right behind me, and I could just barely hear her light footsteps as she carefully stayed just a pace back.  

    It looked like the ship was in good working condition from what I could tell by the mechanical pieces that were visible. Nothing looked rusted or torn up.  

    Of course, it made sense for it to be in working order, though, considering it had come from the Republic of Korea, and these were ships that must have been in active service. Especially since they had clearly planned on stealing their ships to rapidly build up their navy. 

    It was dark as Minji and I made our way along the lower deck of the ship, but I had yet to see anything. A minute later, I heard a small banging sound, and I swiftly turned to the right and saw a soldier in an attempt to crouch down behind some of the machinery. 

    I lined up my shot and let two rounds off. The man collapsed against the metal box behind him and fell to the floor.  

    I heard another sound just behind me, though, and I turned around and saw a soldier jump out from behind a large pillar and try to attack Minji. He grabbed her by the arms and knocked her gun to the ground.  

    I had my weapon in my hand, but I couldn’t get a clean shot. 

    Minji struggled and tried to kick at him, but he continued to overpower her. He must have seen us coming and thought she was the weaker of the two and that she’d make a better hostage than I would. 

    He was right, to a degree, but he clearly hadn’t accounted for the fact that I was smart enough to use my hands and not just my weapon. 

    I quickly holstered my gun and ran up behind the man. He tried to spin around so Minji was between us, but before he could, I gripped under his chin with one hand, and the side of his head with the other. I twisted my hands hard, and I heard the snapping sound as his neck was broken. His body weight hit my hands, and I let him fall to the floor before I reached out and grabbed hold of Minji’s arms. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked, and I looked her over for wounds. 

    I didn’t find any, but she was clearly shaken up a bit. The beautiful Korean woman looked down at the body in front of her in horror. Her dark eyes were wide, and her mouth was slightly agape as she took in the sight of her dead assailant. 

    “You saved me,” she whispered. 

    “Of course,” I told her, then I lifted her chin. “Look at me. It’s okay. You’re okay.” 

    “I’m okay.” She nodded, but the episode had obviously upset her.  

    There was no time to worry about that at the moment, though. We had a mission to finish.  

    Only a moment later, Minji and I made it to the end of the deck, and we ran into the SEALs.  

    “Clear,” one of them said when he saw me. 

    “Clear,” I agreed. 

    The girls should have taken out their quadrants by now, too, and that would mean there would only be the Captain’s quarters left, just how we’d planned.  

    I didn’t hear anything over the radio, which was neither good nor bad, but it meant I couldn’t be sure who had finished and who hadn’t. I didn’t want to try and find out, either, just in case someone was in the process of sneaking around still.  

    Just then, I heard something behind me, and I turned around to see Tara and her crew making their way over to us. 

    “You all clear?” the platinum-blonde asked. 

    “All clear here,” I agreed with a nod. “Have you seen Anna or Paige?” 

    “No.” She shook her head. “We still need to take out the Captain.” 

    “I know,” I agreed. 

    I thought for a moment. I didn’t want to waste any time. We needed to get to the Captain and take him out as soon as possible. 

    “You all find somewhere to post yourselves,” I told the SEALs. “Tara and I will be right back.” 

    “Super stealthy undercover mission to take out the boss guy?” Tara asked with a grin. 

    “Exactly,” I chuckled.  

    “Here,” Tara said, and she handed Minji her radio. “We’ll radio when we’ve taken out the Captain. Keep this on you, but make sure you’re in a clear zone.” 

    “Okay.” Minji nodded and took the radio, then she clipped it to her belt. 

    “Let’s go,” I told Tara. 

    “Right behind you.” The platinum-blonde grinned back at me. 

    Tara and I pulled our weapons, then we quickly and quietly made our way through the hallways and down to the Captain’s quarters. Whoever was in there was in charge of this ship at the very least, and I knew there would be guards near it as well. We’d saved him for last because his chambers were so secluded. 

    The platinum-blonde and I made sure to keep our guns at the ready as we hurried down the hallway, but we didn’t come across any soldiers, at least not until we got to the hallway right by the Captain’s chamber. 

    There was a corner that led left, and down it would be where the Captain stayed on the vessel. Before we made the turn, though, I stopped and crouched down to listen. Tara stood beside me with her Mark 23 ready to shoot, and after a few seconds, I heard the familiar sound of the Korean language. There were definitely guards there, so I waited and listened more closely to the voices. 

    I counted only two, but I knew there could be more who weren’t talking.  

    I glanced over to Tara, and the platinum-blonde nodded back at me. She had her game face on, and I knew she understood what I was getting at, even without me having to explain. 

    Once she’d nodded back to me, then I tucked and rolled to the other side of the hallway, and at the same time, Tara leaned out and took a shot. 

    The two men were caught off guard, and while one fell to the floor, I readied my weapon and took down the other.  

    They went down quickly, but shooting from where we were at was our only option right then since the men were posted at the end of the hallway. Still, I was worried that them falling to the ground had alerted whoever was inside to our presence.  

    Since we couldn’t know for sure until we got in there, we had to be extra careful when we entered the room. 

    I nodded to Tara, and the platinum-blonde and I made our way down the hallway to the door at the far end. We stepped over the two dead men we’d just taken out, and we held our weapons at the ready while I slowly turned the door handle. 

    When I opened the door, I didn’t see anybody, but I knew someone had to be there. Those two men wouldn’t have been out there guarding the door for nothing. 

    My eyes narrowed as I slowly scanned the room. The room was larger than the other barracks on deck, and much nicer. There was a larger bed with white sheets and a green blanket on top, a small wardrobe to the right of it, and on the left there was a door that I assumed led to a bathroom. 

    I caught Tara’s eye and glanced over to the door.  

    The platinum-blonde nodded her understanding, and we carefully stepped over to the small wooden door. 

    Both of our weapons were raised, and I lifted my foot up and kicked the door in. The rickety wood split, and the older man inside attempted to fire his plasma weapon at us. 

    The plasma hit the wood and burned a hole in it, but he missed us, and before I could take the shot, Tara already had. 

    The Captain went down with a bullet hole to the head, and Tara turned to me and smiled before she blew on the end of her gun as if to put out a flame. 

    “You’re ridiculous,” I chuckled. 

    “Yeah, but you like it,” she told me with a smile. 

    “I do.” I nodded and leaned in to plant a kiss on her soft, cherry-red lips.  

    “Should we radio the others?” she asked. 

    “Yeah.” I nodded and pulled the walkie talkie up and pressed the speaker button. “Minji, can you hear us?” 

    Nobody answered for a second, and Tara locked eyes with me  and her platinum-blonde eyebrows furrowed together with concern.  

    “I repeat, Minji, can you hear us?” I asked again. 

    “Loud and clear,” the Korean woman said after a few seconds, and both Tara and I breathed out audible sighs of relief.  

    “We’ve cleared the Captain’s quarters,” I informed her. “How are you all doing?” 

    “All is good here,” she said. “Anna and Paige are here, too.” 

    “Good.” I nodded.  

    “We’re all clear,” Anna assured me. 

    “My section, too,” Paige added. 

    “I’m all clear, too,” Bailey piped up. 

    “I can’t believe you got the guys in the control room before we could!” Anna exclaimed. 

    “They were open,” Bailey said, and I could practically hear the shrug in her voice. 

    “Let’s do one final sweep to be sure,” I said. 

    “Shouldn’t we get to the control room to take out the other two ships?” Paige asked. 

    “We should,” I agreed. “But one final sweep isn’t going to deter us any great amount of time. Besides, nobody knows we’re here, and we need to be thorough.” 

    “Aye, aye, Captain,” Anna said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 

    “Stay where you are,” I said. “We’ll meet you and then split up for the sweep.” 

    “Roger that,” Anna said. 

    I put the walkie talkie back on my hip, then Tara and I made our way back to the engine room below deck where we’d been earlier. We found all the girls there, along with the SEALs on their teams. My men had come back from their posts as well, so we were all together once more. 

    “Alright,” I said. “Everyone moves over one quadrant.” 

    “Which way?” Anna asked.  

    “Right,” I answered. “If you find someone, call me first.” 

    I didn’t want anybody to do a final sweep of their own area, just in case they got too confident. If anybody assumed a room was clear, just because they’d cleared it earlier, it could be big trouble for us. 

    “You don’t want us to take them out?” Paige asked.  

    “Not yet,” I said. “Maybe Minji can get something out of them.” 

    “Alright,” the brunette agreed.  

    If there was anybody left on the ship, we’d find them.  

    I instructed a couple of the SEALs to head back to shore and get Bailey, but after that, the girls and I parted ways again, except for Minji, who stayed on my team.  

    We headed to Anna’s quadrant to go through the area once more. The ship was huge, definitely the largest area we’d ever cleared, and I wasn’t about to let there be any chance we’d left somebody alive.  

    The SEALs split off from me as we got the area we needed to clear, but Minji stayed by my side. It was clear she was still slightly shaken from the attack earlier, and I didn’t mind having her closer to me. 

    I doubted there was anybody left on the ship, but just in case, I didn’t want a repeat of earlier. 

    The beautiful Korean woman and I walked the hallways slowly, with our guns at the ready just in case we ran into somebody. After a while, though, we’d cleared almost the whole area and found nothing. 

    “Tav,” Anna’s voice came in over the walkie. 

    I took the radio from my waist and held it up. “Yeah?” 

    “We got someone,” the redhead said. 

    Things had just gotten even more interesting.  

    

  


   
    Chapter 14 

    “Where are you?” I asked Anna. 

    “We’re in Paige’s quadrant,” the redhead answered. “Near the barracks.” 

    “We’ll be right there,” I said, and I hung the walkie talkie back on my hip. 

    “Are we going to interrogate him?” Minji asked. 

    “I’d like to.” I nodded. “Is that alright with you?” 

    It would put a hole in my plan if she said no, but if it wasn’t something she was comfortable with, then I couldn’t force her to participate. 

    “Of course,” she agreed. “I’d like to know why they’re doing this just as much as you.” 

    “I think it’s pretty clear why,” I said. 

    “It is?” she asked, and her brown eyebrows pulled together. “Why?” 

    “The United States is a super power when it comes to military and weaponry,” I said. “We’re also a huge country. And we’re known to throw our hat in the ring for those in need. If these assholes were trying to take over somewhere, they’d need to take us out first.” 

    “Where do you think they’re trying to take over?” Minji asked. 

    “I’m not sure,” I said. “Probably China, but I’m sure they’ve already managed that, and now they’re working their way toward taking us out.” 

    “Well, we can’t let that happen,” she said.  

    “No, we can’t,” I agreed. 

    Minji and I left the SEALs to finish the final sweep. The men were efficient, and they’d proven they hadn’t lost all their skills tonight. Their recon skills might have been rusty, but their special ops skills sure weren’t. They’d moved silently, taken out targets simply with one round, and maintained formation the entire time we’d been on the ship. I was proud to have worked with them, and to have led them for the evening. 

    It didn’t take us long to find Anna. The redhead was exactly where she said she’d be, near the barracks where the other ships still couldn’t see us. We couldn’t afford to risk them finding out one of their ships had been taken over. They’d blow it to smithereens in a heartbeat. 

    Paige and Tara were there, too, and the brunette paced back and forth and bit her lip. 

    “I swear, I cleared every room,” she said when she looked up and saw me. 

    “It’s okay,” I told her. “This isn’t your fault.” 

    “How can you say that?” she asked, and her full lips turned into a frown. 

    “He was probably running around trying to get away once he realized we were here,” I said. “There’s no telling what quadrant he was from.” 

    “Hey, don’t blame this on me,” Tara joked, but I flashed her a serious look, and her face softened. “He’s right, Paige. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 

    “Yeah, at least now we have a hostage,” Anna said with a grin. 

    “I guess that’s true.” Paige nodded.  

    “Let’s see what we can find out from him,” I said. 

    The man was in his late twenties or early thirties, though he could have been younger, but the obvious lines and wrinkles from smoking and poor diet weren’t doing him any favors. He had dark brown hair cut short, and small brown eyebrows to match. His eyes were dark, too, and his skin had a tan color to it. He wore a pair of dark green pants and a white shirt but no shoes or jacket, which told me he was probably in the barracks when we attacked. 

    “Do you think he’ll talk?” Anna asked. 

    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “We’ll try.” 

    “I love how nonchalant you are about torturing this guy right now,” Tara said with a grin. “It’s kinda hot.” 

    I turned around and smiled at the platinum-blonde, but I didn’t want to give our prisoner the wrong idea, so I kept my comments to myself. 

    “Minji,” I said, and the Korean woman came to stand by me. “Ask him his name.” 

    “His name?” she asked, and her eyebrows pulled together. “Are you sure that’s what you want to know?” 

    “Trust me,” I told her, and I nodded to the man. 

    Minji still looked hesitant, but she turned to the man and said something in Korean. He didn’t respond, though, instead he looked over and glared in my direction, then he spat something in Korean and turned away. 

    “What did he say?” I asked. 

    “Um, he…” Minji started, but she bit her lip. 

    “Spit it out, Minj,” Tara said, and she gave her a nickname as if they were old friends. 

    “He called you an American pig,” she said. 

    “Tell him he can either tell me what I want to know, or he can die slowly and painfully,” I said. 

    Minji turned back to the man and said something in Korean while gesturing to me at the same time. I just glared at the man as he pretended not to listen to Minji. 

    He could either accept what she was saying as the truth, or he could figure it out the hard way. The choice was up to him. 

    The soldier refused to reply, and Minji looked at me and shook her head, then she turned back to the man in an attempt to urge him to listen. 

    I held up my hand to stop her, though, and she backed away as I walked over to where the man was tied to a chair.  

    I pulled my tanto blade from my hip and flipped it in my hand.  

    The man sneered in response, and I could see the nasty, terrible yellow blocks that were his smoke-stained teeth. I smiled in response and slammed the knife down into his hand.  

    Even if he didn’t want to talk, he couldn’t stop himself from screaming out in pain just then, and I thought a little bit of pain might help him change his mind when it came to talking. 

    “Ask him who his commanding officer is,” I told Minji. 

    The Korean woman nodded and did as I requested, but the man gritted his teeth and looked up at me. He shook his head and sneered again, but then I ripped the blade out of his hand, and he cried out once more. 

    I could tell he was holding back tears, but at that point, I wasn’t sure he was going to break.  

    He was strong-willed, it seemed, but I still had a few tricks up my sleeve, though. 

    “Ask him where his other forces are,” I instructed Minji. “Tell him I’m growing impatient.” 

    Minji nodded again, and she once again leaned down to try and talk to the man, but this time he yelled something and spit at her. 

    Minji backed away quickly, and I felt my body get hot with anger.  

    “What did he say?” I asked. 

    “He called me a traitor from the south,” she whispered, then she shook her head slightly. “I’ll try again.” 

    “No.” I shook my head. “He clearly doesn’t want to play nice with us.’ 

    “What are you going to do?” Minji asked. 

    “I’m going to deliver on my promise,” I said, and I stabbed my tanto blade right into the guy’s crotch.  

    The man gasped, then let out a blood-curdling scream of pain before tears started to run down his cheeks. He yelled some things in Korean that I figured were probably curses, but I just yanked my knife out of his manhood and wiped the blood off on his leg before I put it back in its sheath.  

    “Oh, my,” Minji gasped. 

    “Fuck, yeah,” Tara laughed. “See, didn’t that feel good?” 

    “Not entirely,” I chuckled. “But I promised a slow, agonizing death, and I couldn’t think of a better one than that.” 

    “Liar,” Tara teased. “It feels amazing.” 

    “Have you done this before?” Minji asked Tara with wide eyes.  

    “A time or two.” The platinum-blonde smiled and shrugged, but Minji just stared back in horror. 

    It was obvious that the man wasn’t going to cooperate, so there wasn’t any reason to keep him around at that point. We had other things to do, and since we already had their ship, I had no doubt we’d be able to find some more information aboard. It would have been nice to have gotten some information out of the guy, but it wasn’t necessary, and I wasn’t going to waste my time trying.  

    “Rivers,” I said to the SEAL near the doorway. “Stay with him.” 

    “My pleasure,” the man replied with a grin. 

    “Girls,” I said. “Come with me. We need to get the missiles set up so we can take out the other ships.” 

    “Finally, the fun part begins,” Tara said, and she bounded over to me. 

    “You don’t consider what we just did to be the fun part?” Paige chuckled. 

    “Not exactly,” Tara said.  

    “Hey!” Bailey called out as she made her way over to us on one of the rafts. 

    “Hey!” I shouted back to her. 

    She paddled over to the ladder, started to climb up, and when she got to the top, I took her hand and hoisted her up onto the deck.  

    “You guys were awesome,” the blonde hippie said. 

    “You stole my thunder,” Anna laughed. “You took out the guys in the control room.” 

    “Sorry,” Bailey said. “I figured it was the least I could do.” 

    “They were good shots,” the redhead said. 

    “Aren’t they always with Bailey?” Tara asked. 

    “Fair enough,” Anna laughed. 

    “We’re headed down to get the missiles set up,” I said. 

    “Right,” Bailey agreed. “Let’s go.” 

    “You totally missed the torture,” Tara said as we walked. 

    “I heard Anna say something over the radio about how she found somebody.” Bailey frowned. “What did he say?” 

    “A whole lotta nothing,” Tara said with an eye roll. “He was a total dick, and he tried to spit on Minji.” 

    “Oh, no, I’m sorry,” Bailey told the Korean woman. “Are you alright?” 

    “I’m fine,” Minji assured her. “Thank you for your concern. It is very touching.” 

    Truth be told, I think Minji had maybe bit off more than she could chew tonight. She’d wanted some sort of revenge, this whole mission was personal for her in some way, but that obviously wasn’t a great idea.  

    She’d gotten emotional after the soldier had attacked her in the engine room, and then again when the other soldier called her a traitor.  

    I wasn’t going to bring it up, though, not right then. That was an issue for later. At the moment, we needed her translation skills to help us get the missiles set up to take out the other boats. 

    First, we headed up to the control room to see if Minji could translate the system for us. We ran into a few of our SEALs on the way, and I couldn’t help but smile at the thought that in just under an hour my team had managed to overtake an entire ship.  

    Once we got up to the control room, I saw the bodies Anna had been talking about earlier. There were two dead men in the room, and I could tell they’d each been taken out by Bailey. There wasn’t much of their heads left, and there was a huge amount of blood splatter all around them, even on the ceiling. 

    One was sunken down in his chair with blood all around his gory mess of a head. 

    The other had fallen forward onto the control board. Luckily, he didn’t seem to have hit anything, but there was blood and pieces of brain matter all over the buttons. 

    “These are nice shots,” I told Bailey as I walked up to the dead men.  

    I pushed the man in the chair to the side of the room, then I carefully moved the other one off the controls and pushed his limp body to the floor. 

    “Seriously,” Tara said with a grin, and she shoved Bailey lightly on the shoulder. “You’re such a badass, Bails. I always forget what you’re capable of because you’re so sweet all the time.” 

    “Thanks?” Bailey laughed. 

    “Ehhh, you know I’m not sure if that’s a compliment really,” Tara chuckled. “It’s more of a fact.” 

    “It means people probably underestimate you,” Paige said with a shrug. 

    “You should’ve seen the SEAL guys’ faces when we got up here and found these assholes already dead,” Anna said with a grin. “They had no idea what happened at first.” 

    “What else could it have been?” Bailey laughed. 

    “I don’t know.” Anna shook her head. “But when I said it must have been you, they looked even more surprised. I think they thought we were bullshitting when we said you were a hell of a shot.” 

    “They probably did,” Paige said. “It’s hard for these guys to accept that a girl might be a better shot than they are.” 

    “Psh.” Tara rolled her eyes and held up her fingers to do air quotes. “Might be. Yeah, right. Bailey’s, like, the best shot ever.” 

    “Thanks,” the blonde hippie girl’s cheeks turned red, and she looked away.  

    I didn’t know what had gotten into Tara lately, but the platinum-blonde seemed to be in a particularly good mood. She was also being far more affectionate than normal, which I liked, but it also concerned me. I made a mental note to check in with her after this was over, then I turned my attention back to the controls. 

    “Well, Minji,” I said as I looked at all the little buttons and symbols. “What do you think?” 

    “I’m sure I can figure it out,” she said as her eyes traced over the control board.  

    While Minji looked over the controls, I took the opportunity to look around to the other two boats nearby. The lights on our boat slowly passed around us still, and I was able to see the other two ships for a few seconds. It didn’t seem as if anything was out of place, which meant they most likely had no idea we were there. 

    That was all according to plan, of course, but still, I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. It was a hell of a feeling when a job was done right, especially one so important as this one. 

    One of the ships was just to our left, and the other was to our left, but slightly above the other. Both of them were easy targets for us. Nobody would ever consider their sister ship to be the one they needed to worry about, which would be their own undoing tonight. 

    “How’s it going, Minji?” I asked as I turned my attention back to the beautiful Korean woman next to me. 

    “I think I have it figured out,” she said with a nod. “We should be able to use their anti-ship missiles quite easily.” 

    “Sweet,” Tara said with a grin. “What are we waiting for?” 

    “We need to line up the shots,” Minji said, then she turned to me. “Which ship do you want to take out first?” 

    “Shouldn’t we do the one furthest away?” Paige asked. 

    “That would make sense.” Anna nodded. “If we tried to take out the one closest to us, then the other one would have a chance to try and get away.” 

    “They’re a pretty large ship,” Bailey said, and she pursed her lips. “I don’t think they could get too far from us that fast. Besides, if we take the one furthest away from us out first, then the one closer to us would have an opportunity to try and fight back.” 

    “Can’t we take them out at the same time?” Tara asked. 

    “We can only fire one missile at a time,” Minji explained. “But we can fire the next one quickly after. I just need to know where we’re aiming first.” 

    “In that case, it doesn’t matter too much, does it?” Tara asked. “Fire one at the closer one, then another at the one furthest away.” 

    “Should we move our ship away?” Bailey asked. “Aren’t we a little bit close? I mean, I’m sure they’re going to blow up, right?” 

    “Right.” I nodded. “But if we move our ship first, it could seem suspicious. Let me think.” 

    I looked over at the ships near us and thought about our plan. We were rather close to them, and it could be dangerous to fire at such a close distance, but we didn’t have a choice if we wanted the element of surprise. 

    “Alright,” I said. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” 

    “That was quick,” Anna laughed.  

    “Making snap decisions is important in a situation like this,” I said. 

    “So, what’s the plan?” Paige asked. 

    “We’re going to fire at the ship closest to us first,” I said. “And as soon as we fire we’ll start to pull away. Then we’ll fire at the ship furthest from us.” 

    “Okay.” The brunette nodded. “If we do it fast enough, then they shouldn’t see anything is going on until it’s too late.” 

    “Exactly,” I agreed. 

    “What about the men on board?” Anna asked. 

    “What about them?” Tara asked, then she held her hands up and pulled her fingers together and spread them apart quickly in an effort to mimic an explosion. “Boom.” 

    “Hopefully,” the redhead said. “But what if some of them are smart enough to jump overboard?” 

    “The other troops are still too far away to get a signal from them,” Paige reminded her. “So, even if they could get a signal out, the Boston troops probably wouldn't hear.” 

    “Besides, that water is probably frigid as hell,” Tara said. “Won’t they get, like, hypothermia or something?” 

    “Good point.” Paige nodded. “That’s a real threat to them as well.” 

    “I can keep watch for anybody who tries to jump off, too,” Bailey offered with a smile. 

    “Alright,” Anna agreed, then she turned to me with a grin. “So, are we ready to do this thing?” 

    “I think so.” I smiled and pulled up my walkie talkie. “Hammer, come in.” 

    “Here,” the SEAL responded almost immediately. 

    “Are the anti-ship missiles loaded and ready?” I asked. 

    “Ready to go,” he confirmed. “The other ships are just far enough away to be in range.” 

    “Standby,” I said, and I unclicked the button on the walkie and turned to Minji. “Are you ready?” 

    “I’m ready,” she assured me.  

    “Let’s do this.” I grinned and clicked the button on the walkie again. “Firing will commence.” 

    “Roger that,” Hammer replied. 

    Minji turned her attention to the control board, and she carefully flipped two switches, then, without hesitation, she hit a large red button. The ship moved slightly as the missile was launched, and I stared at the ship directly next to us and waited.  

    “Of course, it’s a big red button,” Tara said with a roll of her eyes. 

    “Right?” Paige laughed.  

    “Uh, guys,” Anna said, and the girls turned their attention to the ship next to us.  

    Our missile was headed right toward them, and as our lights passed over the ship, I could see nobody was panicked quite yet. They hadn’t seen it coming. 

    A split second later, the missile went straight through the side of the ship. The entire vessel shook on the water, and I could hear the faint sound of panicked yells as the crewmembers finally realized they were under attack. 

    Once the missile hit, Minji began to smash other buttons, and our ship moved through the water away from the other two vessels. We weren’t making a speedy getaway, but there was only a certain amount of speed these huge ships could get up to in such a short amount of time.  

    Bailey quickly grabbed her Barrett and headed out to the top deck so she could watch for anybody attempting to go overboard. 

    The ship we’d just shot had a huge hole in the side of the metal, and it continued to rock slightly from the force of the impact. After a few seconds, I could see flames begin to appear from inside the cavity. It glowed a bright orangish-red, and the yelling continued. 

    Everything was happening so fast. Just a second after the ship got moving, Minji hit more buttons, and a second missile fired at the second ship. 

    It was a good thing, too, because by that point they definitely had realized their sister ship was under attack. Whether or not they realized it was us, I wasn’t sure, but the fire and rocking of the ship was difficult to miss. 

    Bailey’s Barrett went off, and I saw a man who had jumped in and tried to swim away go down into the water.  

    Her rifle sounded again, but I focused on the other ship. It had a hole in the side of it now, too, and there was a panic from the men on board. I saw a couple of soldiers try to steady themselves and get back to the plasma weapons they had rigged up, but Bailey got to them first.  

    The first ship was in flames and taking on water, and there were men jumping off left and right, but Bailey was after each and every one of them. I knew the blonde could handle it on her own, but I wanted to help, too. 

    “Minji,” I said as I pulled my new MP5 from my hip and checked that it was loaded. “If the boat isn’t going down in the next two minutes, fire another shot.” 

    “Roger that,” she told me with a nod. 

    “Where are you going?” Paige asked. 

    “To help Bailey,” I said. 

    “I’ll come, too,” Anna volunteered. 

    “Alright,” I agreed. “Tara, you come, too. Paige, stay with Minji.” 

    “Got it,” the brunette said. 

    Anna, Tara, and I ran out to the deck around the control room to where Bailey was laid on the cold metal with her Barret alongside her. The blonde hippie girl took shots left and right, and every bullet she fired made contact. She was a hell of a shot, even in the dark with just an occasional light to see by. 

    I crouched down next to her and took aim with my MP5. I focused on the ship we’d hit second. Our course had taken us further up, so we were alongside it, and I watched as the men on board panicked and tried to figure out what to do. 

    As the fire spread from below, the men on deck started to abandon ship, and when they did, we were ready. 

    I caught one in mid-air with a shot to the throat, and he hit the water as dead weight.  

    One of them managed to get to the plasma weapon on board, and he aimed it at us. It seemed he’d figured out we were the ones to blame for the attack, but before he was able to fire the machine, Bailey took him out with a quick bullet to the dome.  

    The man had been right, but apparently he hadn’t been thinking. If he’d hit one of our plasma weapons with his own, it would have caused a large enough blast to take out every last one of us, and half the ships, too. Not to mention the chain reaction that would most likely happen. He was going to accidentally level half the damn city. I shook my head at his idiocy and took my next shot.  

    While we quickly took care of any soldiers who decided to try and get away, I heard the radio in the control room behind us sound off. A panicked male voice came through, and though I couldn’t understand what he was saying exactly, I knew he was trying to figure out what was going on. I could tell from his tone that he was asking questions, and the lack of response seemed to be panicking him more.  

    The flames grew on the ships, and after a moment the voice on the radio subsided. Whether they’d realized we were the enemy, or if they were overtaken with the chaos that surrounded them, I wasn’t sure, but either way, they were about to be gonners. 

    Our ship continued to move further away from the other two boats as they began to sink. Some soldiers attempted to jump and were quickly taken out, while others stayed on board and ran around in a panic, trying to put the fire out. 

    The whole ordeal only lasted a few moments, but it felt like much, much longer. 

    “Stop the boat,” I called to Minji when we were a safe distance away. 

    The Korean woman nodded, and a moment later the boat came to a halt. 

    Minji and Paige joined us on the outer deck, and we stood and watched as the two large vessels went up in flames, and down into the sea at the same time.  

    There was no escape for the men on board. And even if a few of them managed to get away, they’d most likely get hypothermia. If that didn’t get them, they’d still have no way to reach the Boston troops without a working radio, which I doubted they would have after swimming to shore. The most they’d be at this point was a small nuisance when we came to the city, in which case we could easily take them out. 

    Still, from the looks of it, nobody was getting out alive. Men had stopped trying to jump off, and I could see a number of bodies floating in the water already.  

    We watched as the boats continued to sink into the ocean, and once again, I couldn’t help the smile that came to my face. We’d done it. 

    My team was small, but they were fierce, and we’d once again been able to do exactly what we’d set out to do. I didn’t know many groups that could say they were able to complete nearly every mission they set their minds to. No, these girls were special, and under my guidance, we could do anything. 

    “It’s like the frickin Titanic,” Tara muttered as the ships continued to go down. 

    “Fun fact,” Paige said. “They say that the survivors of the Titanic on the lifeboats could hear the others drowning. It supposedly sounded like a roaring football stadium for about half an hour and then went completely silent.” 

    “How in the fuck is that a fun fact?” Tara asked. 

    “That’s so sad.” Bailey frowned. 

    “We need to redefine your definition of the word fun,” Anna said with a shake of her head.  

    “Also, who’s the ‘they’ that supposedly says this?” Tara asked, and she put her hand on her hip.  

    “I don’t know.” Paige rolled her eyes. “I read it somewhere.” 

    “You can’t believe everything you read, you know,” Tara teased, but Paige just raised an eyebrow at her. 

    While the girls chattered, I stared out at the nearly sunken boats. This mission was complete, but it was just the start.  

    “Tav, come in,” Hammer’s voice sounded over the walkie talkie on my hip. 

    “Here,” I said into the microphone. “What’s going on?” 

    “Come down to the hold,” he said, his voice serious. “You’re going to want to see this.” 

    Anna’s eyes locked on mine, and her red eyebrows pinched together.  

    “Be right there,” I said into the mic. 

    “What is it?” Paige asked, her voice higher than usual with concern. 

    “I don’t know,” I answered with a shake of my head. “But we’re about to find out.” 

    Whatever it was, I didn’t think it was going to be good.

  


   
    Chapter 15 

    “Do you want us to stay here?” Bailey asked with a frown. 

    “No.” I shook my head. “Whatever it is, you should see it, too.” 

    “Alright,” Anna agreed. “Shouldn’t we keep an eye on the ships, though?” 

    “Yeah.” I nodded and grabbed the walkie talkie again. “Hey, Hammer, send me a couple of guys to keep an eye on the other two ships.” 

    “Roger that,” he replied. “Be right up.” 

    “I can stay and get the ship going again,” Minji offered. 

    “I appreciate that,” I said. “But we shouldn’t leave the area until the other two ships are completely sunk. Once they’re down, then we can go.” 

    “Of course,” the Korean woman replied. 

    “Do you think you can steer this thing right over to Yorktown?” I asked. 

    “I think so.” She nodded, and I nodded back. 

    After a couple of minutes, two SEALs showed up to take over our watch and help Minji with the controls, and the girls and I headed down to the hold. We’d been down there earlier, but it seemed Hammer had found something we’d overlooked.  

    Once the SEALs were on patrol, then the girls and I headed down to the hold to find Hammer. We walked as quickly as possible considering all the bodies still on the ground, and once we made it down to the area we’d been before, we stopped and looked around. 

    We were in the room with all the mechanical equipment again, but I didn’t see Hammer. 

    “This is the right place, isn’t it?” Anna asked. 

    “It should be.” Paige nodded.  

    “Where is he?” Bailey asked. 

    “What if it’s a set up?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “Somehow, I doubt it,” Paige said dryly.  

    “You never know.” The platinum-blonde shook her head. “Hammer could have been leading us on this whole time. He got us to do the dirty work, and now he’s going to take Tav out and get all the credit.” 

    “You’re ridiculous,” Anna laughed. 

    “Just trying to spice things up.” Tara smiled and shrugged.  

    “We’re by the equipment,” I said into the radio. “Where are you?” 

    “Hold on,” he replied a few seconds later. “I’ll be right there.” 

    “Where is he?” Paige asked, and she looked around. 

    “Yeah, that didn’t exactly answer our question,” Anna said, and her red eyebrows pinched together. 

    The sound of metal hinges rang through the small room, and we turned around to see Hammer’s head pop up from a hatch door between some of the equipment. 

    “Whoa,” Paige said.  

    “Where did that come from?” Tara asked. 

    “Fuck, how did we miss that?” Anna asked.  

    “This hatch was hidden under some equipment,” Hammer explained. “I’m not surprised you didn’t see it on the first runthrough. Luckily, Tav called for a second, more thorough search. The boys just found this a couple of minutes before I called you down here.” 

    “Were there survivors in there?” I asked, and my eyes narrowed slightly. 

    “No.” He shook his head. “But you’re going to want to see what is down here.” 

    “Alright,” I agreed, and I walked over to the hatch.  

    Hammer didn’t seem like the kind of man to call us down here for nothing, so whatever it was they’d found, it had to be worth seeing. I wasn’t sure if I should expect something bad or something good, but whatever it was, it was ours now. 

    The Navy SEAL disappeared below the hatch door, and I followed his lead and climbed down.  

    Once my feet hit solid ground, I turned to follow Hammer, but my jaw dropped slightly, and for a second, I couldn’t move my feet. 

    “Tav,” Tara huffed, and I felt her boot on my shoulder. “You’re in the way.”  

    “Sorry.” I shook my head slightly and stepped to the side. 

    “Impressive, isn’t it?” Hammer laughed. 

    “Very.” I nodded. 

    The entire room was filled with tanks of various sizes filled to the brim with plasma. There were large ones which seemed to be replacements for the larger weapons, and some smaller ones as well. The room was about a quarter the length of the ship, and it was jam packed with the suckers. We had enough plasma here to cause World War Ⅲ.  

    “What’s so--” Tara’s voice stopped as she looked around with awe. “Holy shit.” 

    “Let me see,” Anna chuckled, and she hopped down after Tara and turned around. Her eyes went wide as she took in the sight, and she looked from the plasma weapons to me, then back again. 

    “Whoa,” Paige breathed as she stepped off the ladder and looked around. 

    “There’s so much,” Bailey said a few seconds later when she joined us. 

    Minji was last down the ladder, and she didn’t say anything at first, she just looked around curiously. 

    “Do you think the other ships had this, too?” Tara asked after a moment. 

    “They probably had some,” I agreed. “It’d be stupid to keep all your supplies in one place. Then again, they could have been using this as a storage ship.” 

    “Well, whatever the reason, they’re ours now,” the platinum-blonde said, and she flashed me a toothy grin. 

    “Yeah, so much for being sad about having to sink those plasma weapons on the other ships,” Paige chuckled. “This is so much better.” 

    “I can’t believe there’s so much stuff here,”Anna said, and she started to walk around. 

    “And we never would have had it if it weren’t for you and your ladies,” Hammer said, and his eyes locked on mine. “You came in and took charge, and I appreciate the hell out of that.” 

    “Of course.” I nodded. “I just want to win this war.” 

    “I know,” Hammer said. “It shows. You and your girls were quick and efficient today. I couldn’t have expected better, even from one of my SEALs. You should be proud of how you’ve trained them.” 

    “Oh, I am,” I said with a smile. “Thanks, Hammer.” 

    “So, what are we going to do with it all?” Tara asked, and she walked over and leaned her ass against one of the larger tanks. Her platinum-blonde hair was still up in its ponytail that stuck out the back of her baseball cap, but at some point she’d unzipped her sweater so her ample cleavage was on display. Somehow her breasts looked even bigger than usual, but I pulled my mind away from how sexy she looked and focused on the conversation at hand. 

    “We’ll have to figure that out,” I said. “But we have enough here to do whatever we want.” 

    “We’ve taken down the troops in this area now,” Hammer said.  

    “There may be some foot soldiers around still,” Paige pointed out. 

    “True.” Hammer nodded. “But they’re not a threat at the moment. Now that these troops are taken out, though, we can begin to prepare for the Boston troops you all said are on their way.” 

    “They definitely are,” Anna agreed.  

    “Does this mean we’re going to be setting booby traps?” Tara asked, and she wiggled her eyebrows seductively. 

    “That sounds like a good idea,” I chuckled. “I’d like to discuss it with the rest of the SEALs, though. If that’s alright with you, Hammer?” 

    “Of course.” He nodded his agreement. “I appreciate you wanting to include my team in the decisions.” 

    “I know they weren’t my biggest fans when we arrived,” I said. “But I think they’ve grown to like me some. And we all need to work as a team if we’re going to make it out of this alive.” 

    “Amen to that, brother,” Hammer said with a grin. 

    “Alright.” I clapped and turned to Minji. “Let’s get this girl back home.” 

    “Aye, aye,” the Korean woman said with a playful smile, then she headed up the ladder and out of the hutch. 

    “Yorktown beach is closest to our base camp location,” Paige informed me.  

    “Alright.” I nodded and turned to Hammer. “Grab a couple of your men and head back to shore. Get the jeeps and meet us over at the beach.” 

    “Sounds good,” Hammer said. “I sent a couple of my guys with maritime pilot experience up to help Minji navigate. I’m sure between the three of them they can get this girl back to shore safely.” 

    “Why are ships always women?” Bailey asked as we all lined up to head back up the ladder. 

    “Paige?” Anna asked with a laugh. 

    “I don’t know,” the brunette replied quietly. 

    “I’m sorry, what?” Tara chuckled. “Did you just say you don’t know?” 

    “Shut up,” Paige giggled and playfully shoved Tara. 

    “I wish I had a camera to commemorate this moment,” the platinum-blonde teased. 

    “I bet Hammer knows,” Bailey chirped, and she turned to the large SEAL. “Why is that?” 

    “Ships are referred to as female because of the connotation with women or goddesses and mothers and protectors,” he explained. “It’s meant to signify the ship protecting the crew and passengers.” 

    “Oh, damn, I guess Hammer’s the new Paige,” Tara snickered. 

    “You’re terrible,” Paige huffed, and she glared at Tara as the platinum-blonde went up the ladder. 

    “Yup,” Tara chuckled. 

    “Are they always like this after they just killed a bunch of men?” Hammer asked me quietly with an amused look. 

    “Pretty much,” I replied with a small chuckle. 

    “What’s that?” Anna asked, and she turned around and looked at the both of us with a raised eyebrow. 

    “Nothing.” I smiled. 

    “Mhm,” she said with narrowed eyes, then she turned and headed up the ladder. 

    “I have to admit, I find that one a little bit scary,” Hammer said once Anna was nearly to the top. 

    “She requested you be on her team,” I told him. “The other girls were a bit intimidated about the idea of having a superior officer with them, but not her.” 

    “She’s fierce as hell,” Hammer chuckled. “I definitely didn’t feel like the superior officer today.” 

    “Anna will do that to you,” I laughed and headed up the ladder. 

    It was funny to hear the large SEAL talk about how he was slightly unnerved by my second in command. I wasn’t surprised in the least, though. Anna was tough as nails, and I knew she wouldn’t take shit from anybody, not even a huge Navy SEAL who looked like he could eat nails for breakfast.  

    ‘Looked’ was the key word there. Anna, and all the girls, knew their limits, and they knew how to take on an opponent who was much larger than they were. In a hand to hand fight, I’d put bets on my girls any day. They could take down anybody who dared to cross them.  

    Once we crawled out of the hatch, Minji headed back up to the control room to get the ship going, while the girls and I walked along the deck. 

    We made our way to the side so we could check on the other ships, but all that was left of them was some dead bodies, random bits of debris, and empty water. 

    Both of the ships were underwater by that point, but I took a moment to carefully scan the surrounding water for any survivors. I saw none, so I led the girls up to the front of the ship just as it started to move. 

    “I’ve never been on a boat this large,” Paige said.  

    “Me, neither,” Bailey agreed. 

    “You guys have never been on a cruise?” Tara asked. 

    “Dear God,” Anna laughed. “No. Nobody’s been on a cruise before.” 

    “I was just asking,” the platinum-blonde said with a glare. “You don’t have to be a butt about it.” 

    “A butt?” Anna chuckled. 

    “Yeah.” Tara nodded. 

    “Since when do you use butt as an insult?” the redhead asked with a playful smirk. 

    “Since it was the only word that seemed to fit what you were being right now,” Tara countered with a smirk of her own. 

    “I think you’ve gotten even more ridiculous lately,” the redhead laughed. 

    “I agree,” Paige said, and she eyed Tara suspiciously. “And there’s something going on with your boobs.” 

    “What’s wrong with my boobs?” the platinum-blonde asked as she looked down at her ample cleavage. 

    “Nothing’s wrong with them, they’re just…” Paige trailed off and looked slightly embarrassed.  

    “Just what?” Tara asked, and she raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. 

    “They look huge and… like more awesome than normal,” Anna said, and she rolled her eyes in exasperation.  

    “Don’t they always look big and awesome?” Tara laughed. 

    “I didn’t say big,” Anna retorted. “I said huge.” 

    “They do look a little bigger than normal,” Bailey added, and Tara turned her attention to the blonde hippie girl, who then began to backtrack. “In a good way, though!” 

    “Tav?” Anna asked. “You had to have noticed this, too.” 

    “Guys, there’s nothing to notice,” Tara said with an eye roll. 

    “They do look really great,” I said. “I just figured you were doing something different with your bra.” 

    “How does one do something different with their bra?” Tara laughed. 

    “I don’t know,” I laughed and shrugged. “Tighten the straps more?” 

    “Eh, fair point,” the platinum-blonde said.  

    “So, what’s a cruise like?” Bailey asked suddenly, and she leaned in front of me to look at Tara. “I always wanted to go on one.” 

    “Oh, my God, they’re the best,” Tara gushed. “Just make sure to go on a fancy one and not a budget cruiseliner.” 

    The platinum-blonde continued, but I just shook my head and looked straight forward. The ship was headed around the city to Yorktown, and as it glided easily through the water, I thought about everything we’d accomplished. 

    Just over a year ago, the girls and I were nothing but strangers. It hadn’t taken long for us to warm up to each other, but if someone had told me that just a year after we met we’d be an unstoppable team who was taking on the assholes who’d tried to take over the United States, I’m not sure I would have believed them. 

    As I stared out at the black water ahead of us, and the dark skyline to the side of us, it was surreal to think of how far we’d made it from our small college campus in Lanceton, Vermont.  

    The cool breeze from the water hit my face, and I realized I was still warm from our mission. My adrenaline hadn’t fully gone down, so my body was still on high alert. 

    I unzipped my jacket a little bit and breathed in the cool, fresh air.  

    It was a good night. 

    “About how long do we have until we get to shore?” Paige asked. 

    “Hm.” I pursed my lips and thought for a moment. “Maybe half an hour until we get to Yorktown.” 

    “Okay,” the brunette said, then she bit her lip. 

    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 

    “I just… have to pee,” she said. 

    “Oh,” I laughed.  

    “There’s bathrooms in the barracks,” Anna said. “Want me to show you?” 

    “I can go,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind a restroom break myself.” 

    “Alright.” Anna nodded. 

    I smiled at Paige and held my hand out to her. She took it, and I led us down the deck to the entrance for the barracks below. 

    The SEALs had cleaned up most of the bodies that had been lying around during their final sweep, which was nice since I didn’t care for stepping over dead guys every couple of feet. 

    Paige’s hand was warm in mine as I led her down to the rooms where the soldiers slept. I found an empty room without any blood, then I waited outside the bathroom door while Paige used the restroom. 

    Once she was done, I relieved myself as well, but when I stepped back out of the bathroom, I was surprised to see the brunette had taken off her jacket. Underneath it was only a white tank top, and her perky pink nipples were clearly visible through it. 

    “You might want to cover up before we head back out onto the deck,” I said, and I realized my voice was husky with desire. “I wouldn’t want the SEALs to see you looking so incredibly sexy.” 

    “I don’t want them to see me,” the brunette said, and she looked down and bit her lip. “But I wouldn’t mind if you saw me.” 

    “Is that right?” I growled, and I felt my erection stir in my cargo pants. 

    “I don’t know what it is about a mission gone right,” the brunette said, and she looked up through thick lashes to smile at me seductively. “But it just gets me going.” 

    “I like the sound of that,” I chuckled breathily.  

    “Maybe you’ll like the feel of it even more,” she said, and she took a step toward me and put her hand on my chest. 

    “I’m sure I will,” I said as my eyes raked over her. 

    Paige looked sexy as hell. She had on the see-through white tank top with her black cargo pants and boots and her Mark 23 on her hip. Her long chestnut hair was pulled up into its usual messy bun, which was messier than usual after all the effort she’d just exerted. Several stray pieces fell around her face, which only added to her sexy look, and I swallowed hard as I took in the sight of her. 

    She pulled her plump bottom lip between her teeth and slowly released it as she slid her hand down my chest to my abs.  

    “Mmm, I love the feel of you beneath my hands,” she breathed, and she placed her other hand on my shoulder. 

    “I love the feel of your hands on me,” I said, and I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close to me. 

    Paige gasped, then she looked up at me with dark-brown eyes filled with desire. 

    My lips were only inches away from hers. They were so close I could feel her breath on me, and the sensation sent a shiver down my spine.  

    After a few seconds, I couldn’t stand it any longer, so I leaned down and gently placed my lips on hers.  

    Paige let out a small moan as my mouth overtook hers, and she kissed me back softly at first, but with growing fervor.  

    I ran my tongue across her plump bottom lip, and she opened herself to me with a small sigh. 

    Her tongue met mine, and they dueled for a moment before Paige pulled away and kissed along my jaw over to my neck. Her hot breath hit my ear, and my cock twitched in response. 

    “I want you so bad,” she whispered.  

    “Show me how bad,” I growled as my hands made their way to her ass.  

    “Only if you ask nicely,” she teased in a sexy tone, and she bit my earlobe softly. 

    “Please,” I said, and I gripped her ass hard and pulled her against me so she could feel my hard cock through my pants. 

    “Mmm, that’s more like it,” she chuckled breathily into my ear, then she kissed her way down my neck to where it met with my shoulder. She paused there for a few seconds as she nibbled and kissed that sensitive area. It was enough to make me shudder with delight, and my mouth opened slightly as my eyes closed to savor the feel of her lips and tongue on me.  

    Paige ran her nails down my chest as she lowered herself onto her knees in front of me.  

    My heart rate picked up when I realized what she was about to do.  

    The brunette looked up at me as she slowly undid my zipper.  

    My cock sprung free from its cage, and she gasped in delight and licked her lips as her eyes locked on mine. 

    “You’re so big,” she groaned softly as she seductively inspected my erection.  

    Paige gripped my hips and then slowly swirled her tongue around the tip of my cock.  

    My erection stood at attention, and I soaked up the feel of her tongue against it. 

    “Fuck,” I breathed as my hands made their way to Paige’s hair.  

    I fiddled with her hair tie for a moment, then her chestnut locks fell free. Her hair cascaded down her back and all around her face, and I wasn’t sure how it was possible, but she looked even sexier than before. 

    The brunette’s eyes locked on mine as she pulled more of my cock into her mouth and started to suck on it hard. Then she moved her head up and down on my erection and took in a little bit more with each movement until, finally, the whole of my cock made its way into her mouth and down her throat. 

    “Fuuuuck, yesss,” I growled as I gripped Paige’s hair tightly. 

    The brunette held herself against me for a moment, my entire erection fit snugly in her tight mouth, and then she pulled back quickly and took in a deep breath. 

    My cock was covered in her spit, and she licked her lips as she locked eyes with me once more, then she took the whole of me into her mouth again and moved forward and back on my cock once more.  

    My head arched back, and my eyes drifted shut as I savored the feel of her mouth wrapped around my cock. 

    Paige expertly worked on me. She bobbed up and down for a few moments, then she used one hand to stroke the length of me while she teased the tip with her tongue. It felt so good, I almost came right there. But I wasn’t about to be finished with her, not yet.  

    We’d just gotten started. 

    “Mmmm, fuck,” Paige gasped after a few moments. “Sucking your cock is making me so wet.” 

    Her admission made my heart rate speed up even more, and I wanted to feel her wetness for myself, so I grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her to her feet. 

    “Oooh, I like when you’re a little rough with me,” she breathed, and she bit her lip as I spun her around and placed her hands against the wall.  

    “I bet you do,” I growled, and I kicked her foot over so her legs were spread in a frisking position.  

    Paige gasped again as I reached around and undid her cargo pants. I didn’t bother to pull them down, though. Instead, I pressed myself against her back and pushed one hand inside her panties. 

    I let out a low moan when I felt how drenched she was. Her pussy was absolutely soaked for me, and my cock twitched in response.  

    “God damn, you’re so fucking wet,” I groaned. 

    “Shove your cock deep in me,” she moaned, and she arched her back and pushed her ass against my erection. “Please, Tav. Fill me up with your dick. My pussy’s so ready for you.” 

    Her begging drove me crazy, and I couldn’t contain myself any longer. I grabbed her cargo pants and yanked them down below her hips so her perfect ass was on display for me, then I gripped my cock in my hand and placed the head of it at the entrance of her pussy.  

    I moved my erection up and down a few times to feel her slickness, then I thrust hard and filled her in one quick motion. 

    “Oh, fuck,” I growled as I held myself in place. 

    “Goooooodddd, yessss,” Paige moaned. “Your cock feels so fucking good.” 

    “You like it, don’t you?” I whispered. 

    “Ohh, so much,” she gasped as I reached around and gripped her breasts with both hands. “I love it when you fuck me hard.” 

    Paige wasn’t usually one to talk so dirty, but the thrill of our mission got her all riled up, and I was enjoying her naughty side. 

    I quickly yanked her white tank top over her head, then I gripped her breasts once more, this time taking her nipples between my thumbs and forefingers to give them a hard pinch. 

    “Yessss,” she moaned, and she threw her head back against my chest. 

    I leaned down and kissed and nibbled at her neck while I continued to toy with her nipples until I felt her knees nearly buckle beneath her. 

    “Oh, please, Tav,” she moaned. “I want you so bad. Make me come on your cock.” 

    That wasn’t a request I dared refuse, so I reached down and grabbed her waist, then I pulled my cock out slightly only to thrust back in even harder.  

    “You’re so tight and wet,” I growled as my cock slid easily in and out of her soaking wet pussy. 

    “Don’t stop,” Paige gasped, and she leaned down even farther so her back arched in the sexiest way as she lifted her hips to take my cock. 

    I kept up the pace, but by the third stroke she was done for. I watched as her hands gripped at the wall, and her body went stiff with the onslaught of her pleasure.  

    “Ohhhhh,” she cried as she threw her head back. 

    Her pussy clenched my cock and spasmed around it while I held her hips in place and kept thrusting in and out. Paige’s knees nearly buckled, but I held her upright, and when I felt she could no longer stand, I turned her around and lifted her up.  

    I pressed her against the wall and hooked my left elbow under both of her legs so I could enter her from the side.  

    Paige gripped the back of my neck with one arm and continued to claw at the wall with the other. Her chestnut hair was a mess, and her breasts bobbed up and down with each continued thrust.  

    I leaned down and took her mouth with my own as I thrust harder and harder. 

    “Oh, god, yes,” Paige moaned as she pulled her mouth away from mine. “Fuck me deeper, Tav. Make me yours.” 

    I growled and pushed her harder against the wall as I pounded into her over and over again.  

    “Don’t stop,” Paige panted after a few thrusts. “I’m going to come again, oh, God, don’t--” 

    Paige’s mouth fell open, and her eyes rolled back into her head as she was overcome with yet another orgasm. Her pussy clenched me tightly again, but this time, I thrust into her as hard as I could until my cock bottomed out against her womb. 

    Her velvet walls gripped me and spasmed. The feel of her was too much, and I allowed myself to release deep inside of her velvety tunnel. 

    My balls tensed and my cock pulsated as I filled Paige with my hot come. I pressed myself tightly against her as I rode out wave after wave of complete euphoria.  

    Once I had finished, I laid my head against her forehead for a moment, and we both caught our breaths.  

    “Fuck,” Paige chuckled after a moment. “That was great.” 

    “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” I laughed. 

    I carefully pulled my cock out of Paige, and I watched as my cream dripped out of her swollen pussy lips.  

    I set the brunette on the floor, and once we both had our pants pulled back up, I gently tugged on her arm to pull her to me and planted a kiss on her forehead. 

    “Thanks for coming to the bathroom with me,” she told me with a playful grin. 

    “Anytime,” I replied with a grin of my own. “Though, something tells me you never had to pee in the first place.” 

    “I guess you’ll never know, will you?” she teased.  

    “I guess not,” I laughed. “We should probably get back to the others, though. I imagine we’re pretty close to Yorktown by now.” 

    “Right,” Paige said, and she grabbed her hair tie off the floor and threw her head down so she could pile her chestnut locks on top of her head. 

    “You should keep it down,” I said with a smile. “I like your hair, and the mission’s over.” 

    “I would,” she said as she stood back up and finished tying her hair up. “But I’m pretty sure that would clue the other girls into exactly what we just did.” 

    “Ah.” I nodded. “Probably.” 

    “Tara already has some weird sex sixth sense,” Paige said with a shake of her head.  

    “It’s true,” I laughed. “She knew right away about me and Minji.” 

    “I think we all knew about that,” Paige chuckled. “I’m glad she got some, though. That girl looked like she was, as Tara would say, thirsty.” 

    “Thirsty?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “Oh, God,” she laughed, and her cheeks went red with embarrassment. “Don’t make me explain it!” 

    “What does it mean?” I asked because I was genuinely curious. 

    “It means she’s, like, showing a lot of interest,” Paige explained. “She was thirsty for you. As in, she wanted your… you know.” 

    Paige gestured down at the front of my pants. 

    “You know you just begged for my cock, and now you’re having trouble saying the word?” I laughed and raised an eyebrow at her.  

    “That was in the heat of the moment,” she said, and she bit her lip and looked a little embarrassed but also like she was trying to hold back a laugh.  

    “If you say so,” I chuckled. 

    Paige and I headed back up to the deck after that, and we found the girls in the same spot they’d been in when we’d left them.  

    The cool, misty breeze that came off the water as we made our way back home hit my face as I moved to stand by the girls. 

    “Took you guys long enough,” Anna said. “What, did you have trouble finding a bathroom?” 

    “They were banging,” Tara said nonchalantly. 

    “How?” Paige asked, and she closed her eyes and put her palm over her face. “How does she do that?” 

    “Wait, was she right?” Anna laughed. 

    “No!” Paige protested. 

    “I mean, you kind of already said she was,” Bailey said quietly. 

    “Shut up, Bails,” Paige said with a glare. 

    “Hey, be nice to Bailey,” Anna said. 

    “Yeah, she’s a sweetheart,” Tara said.  

    “Sorry, Bailey,” Paige sighed, then she shook her head with realization and turned a glare onto Tara. “Wait, you’re mean to everybody!” 

    “Correction,” Tara said, and she held up one finger. “I am hilarious, and only ever truly sassy to Anna.” 

    “But--” Paige started to protest, then she thought better of it and shrugged. “I guess that’s fair.” 

    “Right.” The platinum-blonde grinned. “Bailey’s too nice to be mean to. It’s no fun.” 

    “Oh, it’s fun to be mean to me, though?” Anna asked with a raised eyebrow.  

    “Well, duh,” Tara laughed. “You can take it. You’re not one of those people who can dish shit out but can’t take it. That’s why I like you.” 

    “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever said you like me,” Anna teased. 

    “Oh, whatever.” The platinum-blonde rolled her eyes. “You all know I love you. You’re like… you're my best friend… okay, Anna?” 

    Tara’s eyes were glassy with tears, and her voice choked up. The girls and I all looked at each other with both concern and confusion.  

    “Uhhh, something is seriously wrong with you,” Anna said, and she put her hand on Tara’s forehead as if to check her temperature. “Are you sick? Do you feel okay? Are you preggo?” 

    “I’m not pregnant! How could I be? I have an IUD, dummy.” Tara forced a laugh, wiped her eyes, and swatted the redhead’s hand away. “Geez. Can’t a girl just be nice?” 

    “No,” Anna, Paige, and Bailey said at the same time. 

    “Uh!” Tara scoffed. “Fine. I guess I’ll just go back to teasing you guys all the time.” 

    “I’d prefer that.” Anna nodded. 

    “Me, too,” Paige agreed.  

    “Whatever,” Tara chuckled and playfully shoved the two of them. 

    I also thought it was odd that Tara was being so kind lately. Especially if she wasn’t pregnant. Normally she picked on the girls a lot more, but I thought maybe she was just happy to have them. Being far from home probably made her realize how much she appreciated them. 

    The thought of home immediately brought the image of Kimmy and baby Anthony into my head, quickly followed by Rolly and Betty.  

    I missed each of them, and I couldn’t wait to get back home to them. I had no idea when that would happen, but I was determined to make it back home in one piece. 

    Rolly and Betty would handle everything until we returned, but I still missed the old timer. He’d been with us since the beginning, and while he didn’t often come on missions anymore, I always thought of him as a tough old bird. Hell, the only reason I didn’t bring him on missions anymore was because of his age. He was more than capable, but he had Betty now, and he deserved to be able to sit back and relax.  

    Granted, there were still chores to do on campus everyday, but they were nothing compared to the dangerous missions the girls and I went on.  

    I knew I couldn’t really control Rolly, and if he’d wanted to come with us, he’d be here, but I knew he’d much rather be home with Betty. He’d never remarried after his wife died more than twenty years ago, not until he’d found Betty. It was strange to think the two of them would probably have never met if it hadn’t been for the EMP.  

    As much shit as the NK attack had brought with it, it had brought a few good things as well.  

    The girls and I most likely wouldn’t have met, either, if it hadn’t been for the EMP trapping them on campus over the winter.  

    I wouldn’t have met Kimmy, either.  

    A small smile came to my face as I looked out at the sea ahead of us. In some strange way, I owed the life I had to the NK attack. I wouldn’t trade my life with the girls for anything, and while the attack was a terrible day in U.S. history, I was determined to take America back.  

    “Hey, Tav,” a male voice said, and I turned around to see Rivers, Bevers, and McDonald standing behind us. 

    “Hey,” I said as I turned around. “What’s up, guys?” 

    “Everything’s okay,” Rivers said, clearly seeing my concern. “We just wanted to talk to you.” 

    “Alright.” I nodded. “What can I do for you boys?” 

    “We wanted to apologize for the way we treated you to begin with,” Rivers said, and his bushy dark eyebrows pulled together as he gestured to the girls around me. “All of you.” 

    “That’s not necessary,” I said at the same time Tara said “thank you”.  

    “What?” the platinum-blonde asked with a shrug when I shot her a look. 

    “No, she’s right,” Rivers told me. “It is necessary, and we appreciate you accepting our apology.” 

    “See?” Tara asked me with a smug look, then she turned to Rivers. “You’re welcome. We’re all good.” 

    “Apparently all is forgiven,” I chuckled.  

    “That’s not all we wanted to say,” Rivers said. 

    “Okay.” I nodded. “Go ahead.” 

    “We also wanted to say thank you for giving us back our jobs,” McDonald said, and his blue eyes were piercing as he looked me in the eyes. “We’d gotten lazy and depressed, and you gave us our purpose back.” 

    “Yeah,” Rivers agreed. “We’d become useless under the Captain, and after we’d gone stir crazy, we just stopped caring. This mission really helped. It gave us hope again.” 

    “Glad to hear it,” I said with a smile.  

    I knew the SEALs hadn’t been living up to their full potential, but it was a shock to hear them say it themselves. They were clearly proud and powerful men, but not too proud to admit they’d been a bit too quick with their judgements of the girls and I. 

    I appreciated their candor, and I appreciated that they felt useful again even more. With them at my back, along with my team, and the girls, we would be an unstoppable force. 

    We already had one of the NK ships, and all the plasma weapons on board. That was a huge leap forward already. Now, all we had to do was take out the Boston troops, then we could head to where the real action was.  

    I knew there had to be another resistance keeping the troops from the west at bay, and after we took out the Boston troops, we’d make our way to the rest of our boys and fight the good fight. 

    “I’m glad you all were here tonight,” I told the SEALs. “We couldn’t have done it without you.” 

    “Somehow, I find that hard to believe,” McDonald chuckled, and he looked at Bailey. “I saw those shots you got in the pit. They were incredible. This girl probably could have taken out the entire crew on her own with enough time.” 

    “I heard they were pretty crazy,” Rivers said with a nod. “Straight to the brain-box.” 

    “It was impressive.” McDonald smiled. 

    “Thanks,” Bailey said, and even in the dim light I could see her cheeks flush with color. She wasn’t the type to take credit, but she definitely deserved it. 

    When I’d first told Rivers she was our resident sniper, he’d seemed incredibly skeptical. Most people were skeptical of Bailey, though. They tended to underestimate her, which was a grave mistake under the right circumstances, but here it just made him feel like a bit of a dick.  

    “You should’ve seen her shoot a grenade out of the sky,” Anna said with a cocky smirk. 

    “Those were some good shots,” Rivers said with narrowed eyes filled with skepticism. “But shooting a grenade out of the air? Do you know how incredibly well-timed that would have to be?” 

    “Well, hang on,” McDonald said. “If someone just threw it then it would be less of a million in one chance.” 

    “It was launched at us,” Paige explained. 

    “I was lucky with that one,” Bailey laughed as her face turned a bit red.  

    “Someone launched a grenade at you…” Rivers said with a dumbfounded look. “With a grenade launcher.” 

    “How else do you launch a grenade?” Tara chuckled. 

    “We were in a bit of a spot trying to get over a fence,” Anna said with a smile. “The enemy pulled out the grenade launcher and got one headed right toward us. Bailey managed to take it out before it could get to us, though.” 

    “And I thought I underestimated her before,” Rivers said with a small shake of his head. 

    “Most people tend to,” Bailey said with a smile. “I know I don’t look like your average sniper.” 

    “You can say that again,” McDonald chuckled. “Sounds like you’re better than average, though.” 

    “Definitely,” Anna said, and she flashed Bailey a toothy grin. 

    Bailey smiled back, but just then I heard Minji yell from the pit. 

    “Hey!” she called. “Land ho!” 

    “Nobody says that anymore,” Rivers laughed. 

    “Aren’t you guys sailors?” Tara asked with a raised eyebrow. 

    “Yeah,” McDonald said. “But saying ‘land ho’ is the oldest sailor phrase ever. It’s pretty outdated.” 

    I turned to look ahead of us and found that Minji was right, we were nearly to Yorktown beach. I could see a pier up ahead, and I knew Hammer and his crew were already there waiting for us. It would’ve taken them a little less time to arrive than it took us.  

    “Minji,” I called up. “Can you shine the lights at the shore?” 

    “Uhhh, one second, let me see,” she said. The lights had been rotating around since we’d taken the ship over, but I wanted to make sure Hammer was there and let him know it was us. 

    After a few seconds the lights went out, then they came back on and were pointed to the shore. There, I could see the jeeps we’d been in just earlier than evening. It felt like forever since we’d headed out for the mission, though I knew it was only a couple of hours at most. 

    I waved my arms, and I saw an arm that I presumed was Hammer’s, wave out the driver’s window of one of the jeeps.  

    Minji dropped anchor close to the beach, and we all piled in the rafts and made our way back to shore where Hammer and his crew waited for us.  

    “You think she’ll be okay out there for tonight?” Minji asked once we were back on shore. 

    “I think so.” I nodded. 

    “To be sure, I’ll send some sentries over this way,” Hammer told me. 

    “I appreciate that,” I said with a smile. “I think the rest of us could all use a stiff drink after tonight.” 

    “Make it two,” Hammer laughed. 

    We were alive, and we’d completed the mission, which was definitely something to be grateful for. He knew as well as I did the risks involved with something like what we’d just done. Any small victory was worth celebrating.  

    I clapped him on the shoulder and hopped into the driver’s seat of one of the jeeps.  

    Paige navigated us back home, and it didn’t take long for us to get back to base camp. We pulled up to the old soda factory, and I pulled the jeep around back to park it where we usually did. 

    As I did so, I noticed that there was a large fire going, and our entire group seemed to be awake. They started to cheer and call out to us as we pulled up. 

    “What are you all doing awake?” I laughed as I stepped out of the jeep. 

    “You didn’t think we were going to miss you getting back home tonight, did you?” Ben asked with a grin. 

    “I guess not,” I chuckled. 

    “How did it go?” he asked. 

    “We got what we wanted,” I said. 

    “You took down the other ships, too?” Jeff asked. 

    “Of course,” Paige said with a nod.  

    “Just as we expected,” Ben said, and he picked up a jug of the homemade sake he’d shared with us a couple nights before. “Time for a celebratory drink, I think.” 

    “I second that,” I said.  

    “You boys in?” Ben asked Hammer as he hopped out of the jeep he’d parked behind ours. 

    “I’m not one to refuse alcohol,” the SEAL laughed. 

    “Get your asses over here, then,” Ben chuckled, and he pulled out some plastic cups and started to fill them with the clear liquid. 

    I made my way over to the fire and took a seat on one of the logs we’d set up. The girls all sat around me, and I kicked my feet out and warmed them by the flames. I hadn’t realized how cold I was until I felt the heat on me, but being on the open water this time of night certainly wasn’t warm and toasty. 

    My face and hands tingled slightly as they came back to life with the warmth of the fire, and I graciously accepted the sake that was handed to me and took a long swig. The fire of the alcohol burned my throat and heated my belly in the best way, and I smiled as I looked around at my team. 

    Tara laid her head on my shoulder then, and I turned to kiss the top of her head. She had a cup of sake in her hands, but it didn’t look like she’d drank any yet. She wasn’t usually one to rest her head on me, though, so I figured she was probably just tired. 

    “So, tell us all about it,” Ben said after he passed out drinks. 

    The girls started to set the scene, and the civilians started asking questions in response. It wasn’t long until the SEALs had joined in as well, and it felt like we were finally all one big team instead of two separate ones. 

    “Tav,” Minji’s voice sounded from just behind me. I realized then that I hadn’t seen her since we’d arrived back at camp. 

    “Hey,” I said as I turned around to look at her. “Where have you been? Are you alright?” 

    “I went to update the Captain,” she explained. “He’d like to speak with you.” 

    “Oh.” I nodded. “Alright.” 

    I wasn’t sure why the Captain wanted to talk to me right then considering Minji had given him an update. He was still in charge, though, so I figured it was better to go see what he wanted rather than ignore him, even though I wanted to. 

    I was enjoying my time with my team, and I didn’t want to leave the warmth of the fire, but whatever the Captain had to say could be important. He might want to talk strategy now that we’d taken over the ship.  

    He hadn’t accomplished much since the EMP had hit, except to keep his men alive, so I figured he was probably a bit antsy to keep the ball rolling now that we’d got it started.  

    The poor guy had been so close to retiring, I felt bad for him. He wasn’t prepared for something like this to happen, and he’d done the best he could. Now, all I could hope was that he’d step back and allow me to do my job. 

    I didn’t care if he kept his title as Captain, but I needed to be able to work under him.  

    At this point, though, I didn’t think he’d doubt me again. Not only had we recovered a plane we could now use for large scale attacks, but we’d also garnered a ship. He couldn’t deny that we were good at what we did. 

    I stood up and gestured for Minji to take my spot. The beautiful Korean woman smiled and sat down, then I headed inside the soda factory. It was almost eerie being in there at night when there was nobody around. The moonlight shone through the high glass windows and illuminated the old equipment so it looked even more abandoned than usual. 

    Once I got to the top of the stairs, I knocked on the door to the Captain’s quarters three times.  

    “Sir?” I called. “It’s Tav. Minji said you wanted to speak to me.” 

    “Come in, come in,” the Captain said, and he opened the door before I had a chance to.  

    “Is everything alright?” I asked as I stepped inside the small office room that doubled as his bedroom. 

    “It’s fine,” he said with a nod, and he gestured to one of the beat-up chairs. “Sit, sit.” 

    “Minji said she gave you an update already,” I said with a small frown. “I don’t know what else I can tell that she hasn’t already.” 

    “This isn’t about that,” he said with a shake of his head. 

    “It’s not?” I asked curiously. “Is there something else going on?” 

    “Minji told me you all took the ship quite easily,” he said, and he completely ignored my question. 

    “I wouldn’t say easily,” I chuckled. “There was still a lot of work involved. And your SEALs were a great help.” 

    “Right.” The Captain sighed and rubbed at his bald head. 

    “Sir?” I asked. “What’s going on?” 

    I was growing more suspicious by the second. There was clearly something going on. He just needed to open his damn mouth and spit it out.  

    “Well, you see,” he said as he continued to rub his head nervously. “You got the plane, and now the ship, and it just got me thinking… I want to ask you something.” 

    “Of course.” I nodded. “Ask away.” 

    He obviously wanted my team and I to do something, which was fine by me, he just had to get it out already. I only hoped it wasn’t something stupid like finding him a Twinkie. 

    “I want you to think long and hard before you answer,” he said, and he looked me dead in the eyes. “Take as much time as you need, it’s a big ask.” 

    “Whatever it is, I’m sure it won’t be a problem,” I assured him. “What do you need?” 

    “Won’t be a problem,” he muttered with a half chuckle, then he looked up at me seriously. “I want you to take charge.” 

    Well, that wasn’t what I had been expecting.

  


   
    Chapter 16 

    “Sir,” I said with a shake of my head. “You don’t mean that. I apologize if we overstepped, but it was never my intention to come here and take your command.” 

    “No, no, no,” he said, and he held his hands up and shook his head. “I’ve thought long and hard about this. I know you didn’t come here to steal my command, but I’m offering it to you of my own free will. In the last four days you’ve been here, you’ve managed to accomplish more than I have in months. Those troops arrived in late spring, and we’ve been dealing with them ever since.” 

    “I hadn’t realized it had been quite that long.” I frowned. 

    “Look,” he sighed. “I loved my time in the service. It was good to me. For the most part, at least. I was able to serve my country, and I felt proud of that. But now, I’m tired. I mean, I’m really, really tired. Fighting wars is a young man’s job, and I’ve just gotten too old to be any good at it. And hell, even when I was younger. I’m a sailor, not a general. I can take care of a boat, but this is just way bigger than me, Tav.” 

    I smiled softly at the Captain. I knew it was less about his age and more about his mentality. He had been ready to retire when the EMP hit, and he probably wished someone else would have taken charge from the get-go. Hell, he probably wished he would’ve taken off anyways, but even though he didn’t want to be in charge, he wasn’t a deserter, I could tell that much about him. 

    “Are you sure about this, sir?” I asked. “You could keep your title, and I could just work underneath you.” 

    “I’m sure.” He nodded. 

    I thought for a moment. If the Captain wanted to step down, the next logical choice to take over would be Hammer. The SEAL had been with him since day one, and his rank as Lieutenant trained him to deal with a disaster such as this one. The Captain had only known me a few days, and here he was offering me his position. 

    I didn’t know Hammer well, but I didn’t want to step on any toes. 

    “I’m not sure I can take the position,” I said.  

    “I see.” The Captain pursed his lips. “May I ask why?” 

    “Hammer should be next in line,” I said. “He’s a lieutenant. I don’t want to step on anybody’s toes. We all need to be a team if we want to get out of this alive.” 

    “You’re right,” he sighed. “Hammer is the obvious choice, but I can’t offer him the position.” 

    “Why’s that?” I asked, and my eyebrows furrowed together with confusion. 

    “It was my call to keep us here, and to keep the SEALs from doing their job,” the Captain said seriously, and he looked me in the eye. “Hammer is a great sailor, but he could have chosen to disobey my orders at any time, and he didn’t. That’s part of what makes him a great second in command. But following orders doesn’t win wars. Taking risks does, and that’s what you did. You came here to win, and whoever stands in your way be damned. That’s what we need right now.” 

    I sat stunned as I stared back at the Captain. It was hard to argue with his logic. I’d wondered myself why Hammer hadn’t said to hell with it and led his SEALs the way he saw fit. I couldn’t imagine idly doing patrol work while the enemy pranced around in my territory. 

    “So,” the Captain said, and he raised a bushy eyebrow at me. “What do you say, Ranger? Are you in?” 

    I grinned and held out my hand. “Aye, aye, Captain.” 

    “Atta boy!” the older man laughed, and he gripped my hand hard. “Thank you.” 

    “I should be thanking you,” I chuckled. 

    “Oh, no,” he said with a shake of his head. “Thank you. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could handle this. I love my crew, but this is all too much for an old man like me.” 

    At that moment, he reminded me of Rolly. He had to be nearly the same age, and though he looked nothing alike, I thought of how hard he’d probably worked in his career. I couldn’t imagine he felt good about wanting to give control to someone else, but he was strong enough to admit that he had met his limit, and I respected that.  

    The old man may be tired of battles and war, but I was sure he’d seen a few things in his day that would make me shudder. Just like Rolly, he deserved to sit back and let us younger men get the job done. 

    “You should inform the others,” the Captain told me with a smile. “I’m sure they’ll be happy for you.” 

    “I think it would be better coming from you,” I said. “Just in case they think I killed you to take your position or something.” 

    “Oh.” The Captain’s eyes widened slightly. 

    “I’m just kidding, sir,” I chuckled. 

    “Right, right,” he laughed and shook his head. “Let’s go inform the group, then.” 

    “There’s booze down there, too,” I told him. 

    “Then we should definitely go inform the group,” he chuckled. “I could use a drink after the year I’ve had.” 

    “I’m sure you could,” I chuckled. 

    As the Captain and I walked down to the fire, I thought about what his role would be now that he’d handed over his command. Part of me wanted to send him to Campus, but we didn’t exactly have any vehicles to spare at the moment.  

    If we could figure out a way to get him there, though, I thought that would be the best place for him. He didn’t want to fight anymore, and he’d fit right in with Rolly, Betty, and Henry.  

    “Hey, Captain!” Hammer exclaimed, and he held his cup up as we approached the fire. “Good to see you out of your hidey hole.” 

    “Yes, well, I heard there was booze down here,” the Captain laughed. 

    “Right here,” Ben chuckled and poured the Captain a cup of sake. 

    I started to make my way over to the girls, but the Captain held out his hand to stop me, downed the entire cup of sake in one go, and let out a long breath.  

    “Whoa, there,” Rivers laughed. “Take it easy, Cap’n.” 

    “He’s in charge,” Ben said with a smile. “I think that warrants him another cup.” 

    “I appreciate that,” the Captain said, then he looked around at the group by the fire. “Actually, that’s the other reason I came down here. I wanted to talk to you all about something.” 

    The SEALs immediately turned their entire attention to the Captain. They watched him intently as they waited to hear what he had to say. 

    “What is it, Captain?” Hammer asked, and he narrowed his eyes on the old man. 

    “I have a bit of an announcement,” he said. “I’m officially retiring.” 

    Everyone was quiet for a few minutes as the SEALs looked around at each other curiously. 

    “Captain, are you alright?” Hammer finally asked with a laugh.  

    “I’m better than ever,” the Captain chuckled.  

    “Okay, then.” Hammer nodded. “Care to explain what you mean by you’re retiring?” 

    “Connor here has agreed to take over command,” the Captain said seriously. “I think he’s earned the position, and I trust him to lead you to victory. Far more than I trusted myself to.” 

    “So, you’re giving him the position of Captain?” Bailey asked.  

    “Can you do that?” Michael, one of the Westpoint Cadets, asked. “I mean… Tav is army, and you are Navy and--” 

    “Young man, I can do whatever the fuck I feel like,” the Captain said, and he raised an eyebrow at the Cadet, who immediately went wide-eyed and looked away with the swiftness of someone who knew they’d just spoken out of turn. “I’m the highest ranking officer here, and now I’m passing that title down to Connor here.” 

    Hearing the Captain use my first name made me cringe slightly, but Tara caught my eye, and the wide grin on her face was enough to bring a smile to mine. The platinum-blonde blew me a little kiss, but she couldn’t keep the proud smile off her face for long.  

    I glanced around to see all the girls were smiling. 

    Anna had a cocky half smile, and she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned slightly back as she regarded me cooly. It was obvious that she’d expected this, and her smug smile suggested she was ready to be second in command to a much larger group. 

    Paige’s mouth was open slightly, and her eyes were wide as she glanced at the other girls with excitement. Unlike her redheaded friend, she looked genuinely surprised to hear the news. 

    Bailey had her hand up to her mouth, but I could still see the sweet smile hidden behind her fingers.  

    Even Minji had a small smile on her face as she looked at me. 

    I realized then that it was dead quiet.  

    Shit. 

    I glanced around quickly to see how the SEALs were taking it. They were the ones I was most concerned about. 

    Most of them looked more confused than anything, and they kept looking at Hammer, who had his tongue pushed to one side of his mouth as he looked down at the ground and shook his head.  

    I wasn’t sure exactly what to make of that, but it didn’t seem good. 

    “Hammer,” I said. “I--” 

    Before I could continue, the man looked up at me, and a toothy grin spread across his face. 

    “Tav, you sonofabitch,” he laughed. “Congratulations.” 

    “You’re not mad?” Anna asked, and her red eyebrows furrowed together. “Because a second ago you seemed mad.” 

    “You did.” Tara nodded. 

    “I’m not mad,” he chuckled. “I was a bit surprised, but definitely not mad. He’s earned it.” 

    The rest of the SEALs looked relieved at his words, and they started to smile at me and vocalize their own congratulations. 

    “We’ve been here over a year,” Hammer said, and he interrupted the rest of his group. “And we’d accomplished diddly squat. You got here, and in just a few days we now have a plane, a ship, and a shit ton of plasma fuel. I’m happy to serve under you. Like the Captain said, I trust you to lead us to victory.” 

    “I appreciate that.” I grinned, walked over, and held my hand out to the man. 

    “Nah,” Hammer said with a shake of his head, and he grabbed my hand as he stood up and pulled me into a hard hug.  

    “Oh,” I laughed. “I didn’t realize you were a hugger.” 

    “Most people don’t,” he said as he patted me on the back and pulled away.  

    “Just how much sake have you had?” I teased. 

    “Enough to feel like hugging ya, apparently,” he joked. 

    “Speaking of sake,” Ben said with a smile, and he held up his cup. “A toast to our new Captain.” 

    “To Captain Tav,” Anna added. 

    “Ranger Captain Tav,” Bailey added. 

    “Captain Ranger Tav,” Paige whispered. 

    “Captain Ranger Tav,” Tara laughed and rolled her eyes. “To the badass in charge now.” 

    “I’ll accept that,” I chuckled, and I grabbed the drink Bailey handed to me and raised it to everyone before I took a long pull. 

    Everyone took their drinks as well, and laughter and shouting erupted a few seconds later.  

    I looked at my crew as they chatted with the rest of the group. My worries melted away, at least for the moment. If the Captain, and Hammer, and my girls all had faith in me to lead them to victory, that was exactly what I was going to do. 

    I took my seat next to my girls and took another pull of the cup of sake in my hand.  

    “So, how soon until the troops from Boston arrive?” Hammer asked. 

    “Can’t be long now.” Paige frowned. “Maybe a couple of days.” 

    “I guess we’ve got some work cut out for us, then, eh,” he chuckled and turned to me. “What’s the plan, Captain?” 

    “Tara had asked about laying booby traps to catch them in an ambush,” I said. “I think that’s a viable option.” 

    “We have the plane now, too,” Anna said. “We need to figure out how to rig up one of those larger plasma guns to it, then Ben can take them out from the air.” 

    “That’s a good idea, too,” I said with a smile. 

    “I was thinking,” Hammer started, but Tara huffed, and we turned our attention to her. 

    “Don’t you all know how to relax a little bit?” the platinum-blonde asked with a raised eyebrow.  

    “Apparently not,” Hammer chuckled. 

    “It’s easy,” she said. “Just enjoy the fact that we just took out three boats worth of NK soldiers and take another sip of sake. Easy.” 

    “Hm.” I smiled. “For some reason I hadn’t really thought of it as three boats worth.” 

    “We took out the crew on the first one.” Tara shrugged. “And the other two are sunk now.” 

    “You’re right,” I agreed.  

    “I get what you mean,” Hammer said. “It’s different when you take them out with your own hands versus using a large scale weapon.” 

    “Right.” I nodded. 

    “Sake,” Tara said, and she held up her nearly empty cup. “Drink. Enjoy.” 

    “Alright,” I laughed. “Enough work talk. We’ll have a war meeting tomorrow and discuss our options.” 

    “You name the time and place,” Hammer told me with a smile. “And I’ll be there.” 

    Tara flashed me one last playful look, so I held up my cup for her to see, then I took another swig.  

    I listened as the group chatted about their different experiences. The SEALs talked about their time overseas, and the civilians told stories about the winter they’d gone through. Hammer and Joe even compared bullet wound scars.  

    After a while, I’d had a few more cups of sake, and I realized Tara was no longer by my side. I wasn’t sure when she’d gotten up, but I figured I should go check on her. It wasn’t like the platinum-blonde to miss a celebratory drinking fest. 

    I excused myself quietly and made my way over to the tent. I unzipped the large green flap and looked inside, but there was nothing except for the pile of blankets the girls and I all slept in every night, along with our bags of clothes and usual supplies.  

    My eyebrows furrowed together as I started to grow concerned.  

    My next thought was that she maybe needed some water or something, so I headed over to the trailer we had full of supplies, but I still didn’t see her. 

    Suddenly, the sound of someone being sick filled my ears, and I walked around the trailer to find Tara at the edge of the woods. 

    The platinum-blonde had one hand on a tree trunk to keep her steady as she bent over and expelled whatever it was that was in her stomach.  

    Just a few seconds later, and she finished and wiped her mouth on the back of her hand before she straightened back up, took a deep breath, and turned around. 

    “Jesus!” she exclaimed, and she grabbed her chest as she stepped backward. 

    “I’m surprised you didn’t hear me,” I said, but I was too worried to tease her much.  

    I looked her up and down carefully. She’d been sick the other day as well. 

    “I’m fine,” she told me when she saw me looking at her with concern. 

    “You’ve been sick lately,” I said. “How are you feeling? Do you need some rest? Maybe you’ve been pushing yourself too hard and not getting enough water.” 

    “I don’t think that’s it,” she chuckled. 

    “There’s gotta be something,” I said with a shake of my head. “I can’t let you out in the field if you’re ill. You need to stay at camp until this passes.” 

    “That might take a while,” she said, and she raised a perfectly sculpted platinum-blonde eyebrow at me. 

    “What do you mean?” I asked. I was growing more confused by the second. “Was it the alcohol?” 

    “I didn’t drink any alcohol,” she told me with a smile. 

    “I saw your cup was almost empty,” I said with narrowed eyes. 

    “I poured it into Anna’s when she wasn’t looking.” Tara shrugged. 

    “Okay, something is seriously wrong with you,” I laughed. Tara was not the kind to give up her booze so easily. “What’s going on?” 

    “Uggghhhh,” she said, and she rolled her eyes before she looked at me and smiled. “I… I might have been lying.” 

    “Lying?” I asked. “You’re sick with something?” 

    “Not really sick.” She smiled wider and shook her head. “Wanna try again?” 

    “My first thought with you throwing up would be that you’re pregnant,” I said. “But I know you have the IUD, so that can’t be right. I’m honestly concerned.” 

    “Yeeeaaahhh,” Tara said, and she bit her lip and looked at me. “About the IUD.” 

    My eyes widened on the platinum-blonde. Could she be saying what I thought she was saying? 

    “What about it?” I asked, unable to move my body at all. 

    “Well, you know how Anna and Paige said it could get knocked out of place?” she asked. 

    “Yeah.” I nodded and gulped.  

    “I guess they were right.” The platinum-blonde bit her lip and shrugged.  

    “You’re…” My voice trailed off as my heart rate accelerated and my body and mind went utterly numb with shock.  

    “I’m… uhhh… yeah… pregnant. Totally have your bun in my oven.” Tara smiled, and when I didn’t respond a few seconds later, her smile turned into a frown. “Shit… are you mad?” 

    My eyes locked on the platinum-blonde. Her mouth was slightly parted, and her chest rose and fell quickly with each breath. She was waiting for me to respond, but I couldn’t think of anything to say. 

    I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out.  

    “Fuck,” she breathed, and she looked down at the ground. “You’re mad.” 

    I still couldn’t say anything, but I couldn’t allow her to think I was anything but utterly ecstatic, so I rushed over to her and wrapped my arms around her.  

    She was stiff at first, but then she sighed and wrapped her arms around my waist. 

    I breathed in the soft, floral scent of her hair, then I leaned down even further until my lips were right by her ear. 

    “I’m so happy,” I whispered. 

    “Geez,” Tara laughed, and she pulled back slightly and hit me on the chest. “Took you long enough. I was about to have a heart attack over here.” 

    “I’m sorry.” I smiled and shook my head. “I just… I had no words.” 

    “That was clear,” she snickered. 

    “When did you find out?” I asked. 

    “Before we left,” she said. “I took a test.” 

    The huge grin on my face turned to a frown as I suddenly realized what exactly this meant. 

    “What?” Tara asked when she saw my demeanor change. “Oh, god. Don’t be all ‘you shouldn’t have gone into batt—’” 

    “You went into battle!” I exclaimed. “You could have been injured!” 

    The thought of my baby growing inside her filled me with pride, but it also terrified me to death, and the idea that she’d put herself in danger made my heart nearly beat out of my chest.  

    “Is everything okay?” Paige’s voice called, and a second later she, Anna, and Bailey came around the trailer. “We were coming to find you, and I heard someone say something about being injured.” 

    The brunette walked over to us and looked us over quickly.  

    “Are you alright?” Bailey asked.  

    “We realized you guys were gone, so we figured we’d come find you,” Anna explained. 

    “What if we’d been doing it?” Tara scoffed. 

    “All the better,” the redhead laughed. “You’re always interrupting our sex sessions and inviting yourself in. I figured we would do the same.” 

    “Whatev.” Tara laughed and rolled her eyes. “I would have asked you all to join in. Too bad we weren’t fucking.” 

    “Really, though,” Paige said. “Are you hurt?” 

    “No, we’re fine,” Tara told her. 

    “What were you yelling about, then?” Bailey asked. 

    I glanced over to Tara. I was unwilling to give up her secret, and I wanted to gauge how she wanted to play this. 

    “Oh, fine,” she said, and threw her arms up in exasperation before she looked at the girls. “I’m pregnant. There. You bitches were right. Are you happy?” 

    “Knew it!” Anna said with a cocky half smile. 

    “Pregnant!” Paige exclaimed. 

    Bailey’s mouth dropped open, and she rushed over to Tara and wrapped her arms around her. 

    “Congratulations,” the blonde hippie said. “I’m so happy for you. You’re going to have the cutest little baby ever!” 

    I wasn’t surprised that Bailey had such a perfect reaction. She had younger siblings herself, so I was sure she was well-versed in babies.  

    Her words served to put a smile on Tara’s face, and for that I was grateful. 

    “Thank you, Bails,” Tara said, and she hugged her back, then realization dawned on her face and she pushed Bailey to the side and glared at Anna. “What do you mean you knew it?” 

    “The throwing up, being so nice.” Anna shrugged. “It was obvious.” 

    “But what about your IUD?” Paige asked. 

    “I guess you guys were right,” Tara said. “It got knocked out of place.” 

    “Isn’t that dangerous?” Bailey asked with a frown. 

    “Very.” Paige nodded. “We need to get it out of you, like, right now. You should have told us sooner!” 

    “Relax, Marla already took it out for me,” Tara said. 

    “She did?” Paige asked. 

    “Yeah, I told her the day I found out.” The platinum-blonde nodded. 

    “Damn, Marla knows how to keep a secret,” Anna chuckled. 

    “Well, she was a nurse,” Paige said. “It’s called doctor patient confidentiality.” 

    “Yeah, but this isn’t exactly Grey’s Anatomy,” Anna said with an eye roll. “This is the apocalypse. She could have told anybody she wanted.” 

    “Why didn’t you tell us?” Bailey asked with a hurt look. 

    “Because I knew Tav was going to go all ‘you can’t go out in the field like that, you’ve got our baby growing inside you’ on me,” she said, and she lowered her voice in a terrible attempt to mock me. 

    “Yeah, I’d like to get back to that,” I said, and I held up a finger. 

    “Anyway,” Tara turned to Bailey in an effort to divert the conversation again. 

    “Get back to what?” Paige asked. 

    “Tara fighting while pregnant,” I said. The thought of our baby getting hurt was too much to bear. Tara was about to be the mother of my child, and I couldn't let anything happen to her. I had an overwhelming urge to protect her from anything and everything.  

    “I’m fine,” the platinum-blonde sighed. “I want to pull my own weight.” 

    “I mean, none of us knew.” Paige shrugged. “She’s obviously still capable.” 

    “Capability isn’t the question,” I said. 

    “Tara, do you want to keep fighting?” Anna asked. 

    “Yes.” Tara nodded. 

    “Then I don’t see how you’re going to stop her,” Anna told me with a small shrug.  

    “Maybe if I had a little more support, then I’d have a better chance,” I half chuckled. 

    “Nah, she’s gonna do what she wants,” Anna said. 

    “Listen to her,” Tara warned me. “I don’t say this often, but Anna’s right.” 

    “Yeah, I don’t see what the harm is as long as she doesn’t push herself too much,” Bailey said with a smile. 

    “See?” Tara asked. 

    I didn’t like it, but I knew I had no choice. The girls were right, Tara was strong-willed as hell, and the only way I’d get her to stay home if she didn’t want to was by tying her ass up. Even then, she’d probably find a way out. 

    “You promise you’ll back down if it becomes too much?” I asked seriously. 

    “I swear,” Tara said softly, and she looked me in the eyes. “I know my limits. I won’t do anything to hurt our baby.” 

    Just hearing her say ‘our baby’ was enough to make me smile. I didn’t want to argue anymore, so I just pulled her to me. 

    “Can I get in on this?” Bailey asked as she snuggled up next to Tara. 

    “Get over here,” the platinum-blonde laughed, and she opened her arms to let Bailey in. 

    “Me, too!” Paige exclaimed, and she joined the huddle as well.  

    “Anna, come on!” Bailey said. 

    “Ugh, fine,” the redhead said, but it was a cover-up for the huge smile on her face. 

    All my girls surrounded me, and I wrapped my arms around them and held them tightly. They were my whole world, and that world was about to get a little bigger. 

    “Can we tell everyone else?” Bailey asked. 

    “I don’t see why not.” Tara said. “You guys already know.” 

    “Come on,” I said, and I pulled her along as I nearly ran over to the fire. 

    Everyone was talking still, but I rushed up so quickly they turned and looked at me with surprise. 

    “Tara’s pregnant!” I blurted out, and everyone’s eyes went wide. “I’m gonna be a dad!” 

    The group was quiet for a split second, then they erupted with praise and congratulations.  

    Tara smiled at me, and I smiled back. 

    I already had a million reasons to fight to get my country back, but Tara had just given me one more. 

    If the enemy thought I was ruthless before, they were in for a rude awakening.  

      

    End of book 17 

    

  


   
    End Notes 

    Thank you for reading Without Law 17. I’ll start working on book 18 as soon as this book has 100 reviews. So please leave a nice review here. 

    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 

    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next Without Law is out. 
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