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Reason and Law

 

 

When we emerged from that cursed mountain,

We had become hardhearted.

We turned sinners away for any infraction,

Still mourning our dearly departed.

 

The light of Safe Haven continued to beckon.

Our people were protected.

But we lost all compassion,

For any trace of evil we detected.

 

If they killed or stole,

We removed that disruption.

The only survivors welcomed,

Had souls without corruption.

 

Our population began to recover.

Our hearts began to thaw.

But we refused to forget the lessons learned.

There has to be reason and law.

Without that,

Societies always fall.





  
    
​Chapter One



    Survival
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    “We will have the witch!”


    Some of Mikel’s men cheered. The rest were dead or screaming for help.


     


    Inside the mountain, shouts began to fade into groans and tears…and then silence.


     


    “Why is it so quiet now?” Tracy wiped away tears as she and Charlie burrowed deeper under the clothes pile.


    “The smoke.” Charlie kept digging downward. He was trying to reach the bottom with his feet. The ledge had broken off and slid during the quake, but he didn’t know how far it had fallen or how they had landed. For all he knew, they were dangling. The darkness was smothering. He couldn’t even smell anything but laundry–some of it cleaned, most of it not.


    “We have to help them!” Tracy cried harder, but she didn’t resist when Charlie pulled her boot, dragging her down.


    Around them, the laundry was moving. The Indians had joined the teen as the cave fell apart, but there hadn’t been time to formulate a plan.


    Natoli stayed on Tracy’s right as Charlie took them through the maze of laundry and stone. His men surrounded the couple, as he’d instructed them to do before they’d rejoined Safe Haven. Marc had told Natoli of his fears for the future, of the deaths and lives that had been promised. Natoli had vowed to protect Marc’s heart so that warrior could fight for all people. Natoli was fulfilling that vow.


    Charlie was just glad they weren’t alone. He was in the lead for the first time and it was terrifying.


    Charlie stopped as his foot hit something hard, hands fumbling for the light on his belt. He tried not to think about everything that might be on top of them or how hard it was to breathe down here. They had survived the quake. That had been his only goal when he’d brought Tracy to the laundry area. Now, he had to keep them alive in the aftermath.


    Around them, others were coming to the same realizations. Through the broken stone and shifting dangers, battered survivors began to emerge.
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    Adrian groaned as the weight shifted off his shoulder. The pain in that arm was bad enough to convince him that he was alive, but there was too much debris on him to move. Adrian remembered shoving Marc forward and the ceiling collapsing on them, but nothing else. He assumed he’d been knocked out. The buzzing ears and roiling guts supported that theory. He groaned again.


    “I heard someone!”


    Adrian kept his eyes closed as more debris was cleared from his body. He hurt everywhere. Sharp rocks were digging into his arms and legs, and there was a warm heat from below making him sweat. That’s a body. I’m not sure if it’s breathing.


    “It’s Adrian! Grab that end. Lift on three. Ready?”


    Adrian screamed as the weight increased and then it was gone. He coughed as smoke and dust rushed into his lungs, and then screamed again as he was dragged free of the rubble by his arms. The pain in his shoulder was excruciating.


    As his own cry faded, Adrian could hear others begging for help, but not as many as there should be. He struggled to clear his mind, dazed. Something crawled across his bad hand and scurried into the darkness. Adrian felt it as a vague sensation dulled by the stabbing throbs in his arm and shoulder.


    “There’s another body here! Keep digging!”


    Adrian was left alone as rescuers ran back to the debris pile. He stilled, listening to coughs and shouts, to tears and groans. Light by a lot, he thought, ears buzzing in loud confusion.


    There’s a fire! Angela thundered. Get up! She and Cody were trapped in the storage chamber on the same level as Adrian, but the fire was more important.


    Adrian shoved into a sitting position, arm useless except in the flaring, ugly pain that came each time he tried to move it.


    Dislocated. Angela didn’t sense anything else wrong with him that was serious, but the arm was enough to keep him from helping. You can’t climb like that. Damn!


    Adrian forced his hurting body to stand on legs that shook, scanning the new, more dangerous environment. There! He stumbled over rocks, bodies, and wooden beams, lurching toward the entrance to the tunnel where he’d been camped in exile before the Mexicans found it.


    This will hurt. Adrian clenched his teeth. Go away.


    He felt Angela withdraw as he lurched forward. Adrian slammed his shoulder into the unmovable wall and popped the humerus back into the glenoid.


    “What is he doing?” Theo had paused in shifting a large stone, drawn by Adrian’s chilling shout.


    “Fixing himself.” Greg’s tone matched the roughness of the debris he flung aside. “I see a Colt. This is Marc!”


    The digging resumed with more energy.


    Adrian fumbled for the light on his belt. He shined it upward with his good hand, blinking at the waves of falling dust. The sight was so awful that Adrian needed the throbbing shoulder, along with every cut and bruise, to prove this was happening. Safe Haven had been destroyed.


    They’ll all be dead if you don’t get that fire out!


    Adrian staggered backward and fell, startled at Angela’s mental shout. He groaned, trying to focus. Everything is so blurry…


    Hurry!


    Give me a minute!


    We don’t have it. Smoke has already reached the top floor. Everyone up there is dying. Can’t you feel them?


    Adrian managed to get on his feet, but his flashlight had rolled too close to a crevice for him to reach it without his balance. He staggered toward the ladder instead, blinking in dull comprehension. The ladder was there. Bodies were hanging from it, sprawled below it... He stiffened in pain and then puked.


    Breathe. Breathe. Angela shoved deep into his mind, to where their connection was glowing brightly. You can do this. I believe in you. I always have. Now, hurry!


    Adrian wiped his mouth on his gritty sleeve and began to climb the ladder. The pain became a way to stay alert as he fought bodies for space while trying not to inhale the smoke wafting down.


    Adrian reached the next level and yanked his shirt up, wishing he had time to stop and wet his bandana. Then he remembered he had been getting ready for bed and didn’t have it. All he had was his jeans, boots, jacket, and belts–tool and gun. Those last two he even slept with. Good thing, he praised, taking out his spare flashlight. After this, he was down to the headlamp. He didn’t want to try using it yet. The buttons were little and his hands were shaking. He might drop it. That would be worse than the dim illumination from his small flashlight.


    Far above, Adrian saw a shadow illuminated by an orange glow. The man hefted himself onto the level with the fire and vanished. Adrian realized Angela was telling others of the problem and directing them too.


    “Right behind you!” The wood vibrated as Greg climbed the ladder. Theo and Debra were taking care of Marc, but so far, there were no other survivors on the bottom level. Angela was telling Greg about kids trapped by a mess fire; he was determined to save everyone he could.


    “Adrian!” Kyle shouted from his right. “Can you tie off this rope?”


    Adrian missed the rope that Kyle threw, but it caught on wooden debris, allowing him to fumble for the end of it. As he tied it to the sturdiest thing he could find–a heavy-duty hitch that had been used to tie up their larger animals for milking–fresh screams sounded from above them.


    “Going up!” Adrian winced at the awful pain, cradling his head. His hands came away bloody, but there wasn’t time to worry over it. He climbed as Kyle anchored the rope to the other end of the ledge and began inching Jennifer across the gap. There was a very narrow ledge, but no room to even glance down or they would throw themselves off balance. Hopefully the rope would keep them from falling.


    Greg spotted a familiar red canister under the debris. He dug it out, ecstatic to locate a second extinguisher below it. Lungs starting to hurt, Greg used the rope from his belt to tie them together. The panic from the level above him increased while he worked.


    “We need more hands in the mess!”


    “We need something to put out the fire!”


    “Where are all the extinguishers?!”


    “I found two!” Greg pulled himself up the ladder, extinguishers clanking together against his chest. He’d tied them on like a necklace.


    Adrian took one and put it inside his tucked-in shirt so he had both hands free.


    Greg did the same and followed. Both men were aware of heavy coughing, but the lack of people helping worried them more. In a camp of over 500, only having a dozen workers active was horrifying.


    “Someone got a light on.” Greg was sweating so much that his shirt was soaked.


    Adrian grunted. “It’s not a light.” The climb was clearing the mental fog and sending in misery. There were bodies on every floor he’d reached so far. How many have we lost?


    Greg climbed faster as he understood what Adrian meant. The top levels were bright, meaning it was a large blaze. Two extinguishers won’t be enough. Greg pulled himself onto what remained of the security and medical level. He shined his light right and left, spotting a few survivors on both sides. None of them appeared to need immediate help.


    The two men hurried to the next ladder. Half of it was gone, but there was a rope hanging down from where someone else had already climbed up.


    “That was Adrian and Greg!” Morgan had stood up when the flashlights shined through the dusty residence tunnel. “They’re going to the fire.” Morgan and Kenn had been together when the floor fell out, taking friends with it.


    “Good.” Kenn tied the rope to his waist and then to the outcropping that had split and started the huge crevice. He was glad he’d been on duty and was wearing full gear. “We can’t reach them that way. We have to go down and get over to the ladder.”


    Morgan knew he was right. The tiny ledge on either side wasn’t going to hold their weight, and there was no way they could jump the 20-foot gap in the middle.


    Next to them, Neil was still staring at the hole where Jeremy had jumped. He hadn’t moved yet.


    Kenn nudged Neil’s shoulder. “We’re going down there. You want one?”


    Neil took the unused rope, but only held it. The gears in his mind had ground to a slow crawl.


    Kenn tied it to Neil and then to a different outcropping that he hoped would hold. He understood Neil’s dazed response. If not for hearing Tonya’s voice in the medical bay, Kenn might have been experiencing the same emotion. He held great sympathy for Neil.


    Neil followed Kenn to the edge of the gap, but he didn’t go first. He squatted at a pile of rubble and began digging through it, hoping he had the right place. They’d kept medical supplies on every level, but this floor had also held the medical bay, so the majority of their stock was here somewhere.


    “Come on.” Kenn lowered himself into the hole with hands that protested the lack of gloves. Got softer. Kenn reached down with his leg to find a place that might support his weight. He found something that felt sturdy and tested it.


    Kenn hefted himself up as the hard object rocked and vanished, breathing rough.


    A shattering crash brought Neil to the hole. “Be careful!”


    Nose burning from all the smoke, Kenn nodded toward the rope he had tied off for Neil. “I was able to see down five feet. It’s clear. I’m dropping.”


    Neil had found the shelf of medical kits. He slung two of them around his neck, then shined the light as Kenn began to descend, using his own rope. It would have been incredible to watch if not for the situation.


    “Okay. Come on down.”


    Now that he’d observed how it was done, Neil tried to copy it. He lowered himself, arms straining. Sweat broke out on his neck from the heat as his lower body descended into the cool darkness to search for solid ground. He hadn’t realized it was hot and bright up there. Down here, it was pitch black and cool. And quiet. His ears were working overtime as his headlamp flickered off bodies, rubble, equipment that was mangled, and shards of thick plastic that had been crushed. Water tanks. His heart pounded.


    Kenn had stopped a bit below, feet crunching. “Careful man, it’s a maze.”


    Neil’s foot hit crushed plastic and slipped.


    Kenn grabbed his arm, guiding him down. He didn’t tell Neil what he’d seen. The man would view it for himself any second now.


    Neil’s light blurred as he caught his balance, but it was enough to show him the entire rubble field was made up of those huge plastic shards. Across the glittery field of danger, Samantha sat with her knees to her chest. Neil thought he could hear her breathing, but he wasn’t sure. She was covered in dust and dark shadows.


    Kenn took Neil’s arm before he shined the light on her. “Easy man. If she gets up to run to us, it might all fall.”


    Neil blanched, lowering his light.


    Kenn lowered his voice. “She won’t want to leave the body. You’ll have to make her.”


    Neil shined his light on Samantha anyway, mind blanking. Body?


    Neil hadn’t seen Jeremy at first because his body was covered in blood, blending in with the broken cave walls. Jeremy had landed on one of the plastic tanks. He was still hanging there. Oh, God!


    “Neil?”


    Neil swallowed his horror. “Don’t move, Sam! Please, don’t move!”


    “He knew this mountain would kill him.” Sam choked up. “And I made him come here!”


    Samantha’s sobs were a torment to the men, but all they could do was listen and curse fate. Without help and equipment, they couldn’t reach her.


    Kenn, aware of Morgan joining them, stepped and then slid toward the only exit he could view with his light. It was also lined in plastic shards, but most of them had been crushed and were covered in large pieces of debris Kenn identified as stone from the radio room. It had been darker than the outer walls.


    Now flying through ways to rescue Samantha, Neil was barely aware they’d left.


    Across the dark, bloody debris field, Samantha continued to cry.
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    Sweating and grunting, Kenn and Morgan removed the last two large stones so they could ease through the debris piles to reach the bottom level.


    Morgan pointed. “We cleared a hole with those.”


    Kenn shined his light and tried hard to force a grin. “Can we give you a lift?”


    Angela wanted to reward his effort at lighthearted calm, but the best she could manage was a grunt. “Get us out of here.”


    The ceiling of the storage chamber had cracked and fallen in. She and Cody had cowered under a shelf and hoped they weren’t hit. Afterward, she hadn’t been strong enough to stack the broken stones for a ladder to get out.


    She held Cody up so Kenn could reach the scared boy’s arms, but Angela wasn’t in any shape to be pulled up that way. Some of her stitches were still healing wounds and hadn’t dissolved yet. She knew that by the way they pinched as she held Cody up. Angela chose to climb. She wouldn’t have been able to do it with Cody on her back, but she could handle herself.


    Kenn watched as she came up the debris pile and then the wall. As soon as she was in range, he planned to grab her.


    As Angela neared the top, she chose the wrong grip. The small ledge crumbled under her fingers, sending her flailing…


    Kenn snatched the front of her shirt and jerked her out of the hole.


    Angela screamed but didn’t struggle. When Kenn set her down, she clutched her stomach, trying not to puke.


    Are you okay?! Adrian’s guts had clenched into a nasty cramp that had stolen his breath.


    “Fine. Keep going.” Angela waved off Kenn’s apologies. “We’re even.”


    Kenn grinned, but he’d never felt less amused. “Nice. Let’s go.”


    Kenn guided them through the slippery debris, with Morgan bringing up the rear. Morgan was carrying Cody, who was staring toward the ladder with tears rolling down his dirty cheeks.


    Morgan shielded the boy’s eyes as they joined Debra and Theo at the bottom of the ladder. He didn’t need to see his mom’s body.


    “Damn, we’re glad to–”


    Debra flung herself into Kenn’s arms, hugging him hard enough to make the Marine stagger. Flushing, he pried her off and handed her to Theo.


    “See you,” Theo finished, holding her. She was the gentlest person he’d ever met. She wanted all of them to survive, even Kenn and Adrian. When she’d said she’d never attacked anyone before Tara and Jayson, Theo had believed her, but he knew it for certain now.


    “We’re going up to help with the fire.” Kenn glanced at Angela, expression hardening. “Stay down here with the boy. If the smoke gets worse, get into the tunnel with the Mexican bodies. It’ll be rough, but the drafts there might keep you guys alive.”


    “Marc!” Angela ran toward the injured man who had been dragged under the ledge.


    Kenn rolled his eyes and started up the ladder that shook dust over those waiting to do the same.


    “Help me!”


    Everyone who heard it swung toward the scream, pinpointing it to right above the bathrooms on this bottom level.


    Kenn was torn about which way to go. The fire was lethal, but that scream said help couldn’t get there fast enough. Kenn looked at the men about to climb the ladder behind him.


    Morgan went toward the screaming without being told. Theo limped behind him. The two men disappeared into the dark passage that Kenn and Morgan had come down after finding Sam.


    Kenn returned to the climb. He wasn’t sure how much more of this his arms were going to tolerate without a break. He hadn’t been to sleep yet and the smoke was making it hard to breathe and see. He was running through his energy and the sweat was stealing needed liquid that he couldn’t replace. If more people didn’t recover and start helping, things were going to get a lot uglier for all of them.


    Debra held onto Cody and refused to let him stare at his mother’s body. Debra wanted to cover it, but there wasn’t anything close to use and she was scared to leave the light. She no longer trusted the darkness. Safe Haven had changed that for her, but now, Safe Haven was gone.
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    “Help!”


    Samantha screamed again as the ground shifted. The tiny ledge she’d been on collapsed, dropping 10 feet through the sharp darkness.


    The debris fell in a shower of plastic dust, revealing huge stone slabs that Neil ran across as fast as he could. The cave grumbled, releasing another cloud of dust and shakes that sent his feet sliding downward as he ran. He leapt as the floor fell, reaching Samantha’s location by bare inches.


    He scrambled away from the edge, bags slamming into his chest and the ground as he crawled. “Sam?!”


    She didn’t answer.


    Neil knelt at her side, wincing as his light revealed her bloody body. A thin shard of plastic had gone into her leg, above the knee. Too loose to plug the hole that it had created, the shard vibrated as the cave continued to shake.


    Neil covered her with his body as best he could, trying to remember the lessons. Do I pull it out?


    The choice was taken from him when Samantha groaned, rolling. The shard hit a slab of stone and broke off. Blood gushed from the wound, pushing out the remaining piece.


    Neil followed the training he’d received in Angela’s class. He yanked the medical bags from his neck and dumped them out on her chest. He ripped open packages he thought he needed, but when he got to the tourniquet, he wrapped it around Samantha’s thigh, as far up as he could get it over her pants. He knew it needed to be under the clothes to be most effective, but there wasn’t time. Blood was pouring from her leg.


    Neil grabbed his lighter. He had to cauterize the wound. There was no time to sew it–not with his big stitches and clumsy hands. What do I use?! Uh… Uh…


    The flashlight bobbed…


    Neil grabbed it off his belt, unscrewing the cap. Plunged into darkness, he managed to keep a hold of the cap and the lighter.


    Hands shaking, Neil heated the cap, willing it to glow faster. He’d witnessed this at the rest stop with Angela and prayed he would never need to do it. His nightmare had become a reality.


    Neil ran his sleeve over the gaping wound that cleared for a brief instant and then began to refill with Samantha’s life. He slammed the cap over the injury, trying to get it all in one shot.


    Blood ran from the edges, but the center of the cap held the flow. Neil hoped he’d gotten it hot enough.


    Samantha groaned, but didn’t respond otherwise.


    Neil lifted the cap, horrified at burnt skin and the gap still there. Blood ran over her leg.


    Not hot enough!


    Neil reheated the warm cap, praying again. He forced himself to wait until the cap was glowing this time, then he centered it over the flowing wound. He swiped and pressed.


    Samantha screamed, rising, but Neil pushed her down with his other hand, dropping the lighter.


    He leaned down so he could grope for his lamp button, fighting the need to shout for help when he knew there was nothing anyone could do. They were all in desperate situations right now.


    Neil lifted the cap… Blackened skin, but no fresh blood. Now do it again. Then check the other side.


    He did it with a twisting stomach, trying to get the entire wound again before he rolled her over. In his mind, her odds of survival went down with every second. He had to get blood back into her, but the medical bags didn’t have that. Blood needed to be packed on ice.


    Neil considered where that refrigerator might be as he reheated the cap to do the rear of her leg. The plastic shard had pierced a smaller hole here, but he wasn’t able to sew it up for the same reasons as the front. He needed to get the bleeding stopped now. Neil held Sam down and cauterized the back of the thigh he had lovingly kissed the night before.
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    Cody jumped as a man carrying a body descended from the ledge right above him and Debra. They recognized Neil and Samantha in relief and then concern. Theo and Morgan hadn’t returned from helping the screaming woman, but Cody had told Debra the noise stopped, so she assumed they would be back soon.


    Debra helped Neil settle Samantha next to Marc, but she also kept track of Cody, tugging on his arm when he would have gone toward the ladder. She gestured.


    Neil, who had been learning sign language, frowned. “She’s right, boy. You don’t need to see her like that. Stay here and protect your dad.”


    Given a job, Cody stumbled over to Marc’s body, where Angela was kneeling and muttering.


    Neil hoped she was healing Marc. They needed him and Angela right now. If he died, they would lose them both, but more than that, once Angela was finished with Marc, she could help Samantha.


    “He has a concussion.” Angela guided Cody onto Marc’s chest. “Can you keep him warm while we help? Debra will be here with you, and others will come.”


    Cody was sad. He was also picking up everyone’s pain. “You’ll come back?”


    Angela placed a soft kiss to the boy’s forehead. “Yes. So will your dad. He just needs to sleep for a while.”


    Cody laid on Marc’s chest, comforted by his even breathing.


    Angela turned to Neil. “I can’t heal yet. You have to find blood for her. Others need it too.” She scanned the area.


    Neil pointed his lamp toward the rubble to help her.


    “That’s the lab shelf where we kept medications.” Angela eased around the crevice and went to the spot. “We need everything in it.”


    “Antibiotics?”


    “Yes.” Angela pointed toward a dark corner. “Over there, maybe. We kept it in the rear of the room, so it might not have fallen at all.”


    Neil also went to the rubble pile, studying. “I can’t tell if this came from bags or…you know, but there’s blood on this end.”


    Angela joined him, collecting things as she came. The gun, she shoved into her belt. The dented flashlight, she switched on, but the blood was too close to the ladder to be able to determine the difference under these limited conditions.


    “What if it’s gone?” Neil’s expression was desperate.


    “We’ll get the doctor down here.” Angela headed for the ladder. “He might know her blood type.”


    Given hope, Neil flew up the ladder ahead of her. He understood time wasn’t on Sam’s side. As soon as he’d released the tourniquet, the cauterized wound had bulged, telling him there was an internal problem. She needed real help.


    Angela inched up the ladder, reaching out to those she could connect with through the panic and agony. Adrian and a few others were trying to get the fire under control, but they needed more hands. Get to the mess. We need help at the mess.


    Angela’s call was a comfort to some of her terrified people, but for those in bad situations, it said they would have to help themselves until she could get to them. A fire had priority.


    Angela used her shirt to cover her mouth as she reached the next level. The smoke was thicker up here. She realized the light above her was going dim and celebrated it even as she mourned the illumination. Their few flashlights weren’t going to hold them for long. They needed power, but opening the vent had to come first.


    Angela found Ozzie and Logan coming up the ladder behind her, both covered in dirt and tacky stains. “Kenn is going to the top level. Go help in the mess.”


    Both men went without protest. They’d been in the wash area when it collapsed. The carnage from that moment was replaying in their shaken minds. There wasn’t space for other concerns yet.


    “There’s Kyle!” Ozzie hurried to help Jennifer over the last few feet of the gap between the tunnel and the medical bay.


    Kyle let go gratefully, arms aching from the tight grip he’d kept while they walked the tightrope.


    Kyle joined Angela at the ladder to the next level, aware of Jennifer checking their quiet daughter for injuries.


    “She’s okay.” Jennifer leaned her cheek against the baby. “Thank you! Thank you!”


    Angela understood the emotion. She started climbing again while Kyle tried to convince the teenager to go to the bottom level and wait for them. Angela doubted Jenny would, but it was the safest place for her and the baby right now. The smoke up here was thick enough to make her eyes water.


    Angela felt impatient males on the ladder behind her and tried to hurry, but her body had gotten lazy during her time off. Mistake. Angela hefted herself onto the next level. She rolled to the side to clear room for the men who were in much better shape.


    Ozzie helped her stand. “You okay?”


    She nodded, making the cave walls spin. “Keep going.”


    The men hurried up the ladder, listening for survivors, but they didn’t hear many. The third level residence corridor was destroyed. They hurried into the mess. It was the only reachable area where the majority of their people could be.


    Ozzie stopped in shock, as did those behind him. The gaping hole in the center of the mess stunned them. Camp members were trapped behind it, except they weren’t moving. Body after body lay sprawled across the floor, including kids and pregnant women. In the rear of the mess, flames from the kitchen were spreading out through the door. A group of men was trying to combat the fire with powdered goods and tablecloths.


    Ozzie turned toward the tunnel, grabbing Logan’s arm. “Help me!”


    “Do what? We have to get them out of there!”


    “We are.” Ozzie hurried into the adjacent corridor. “There! That might be strong enough to hold.”


    The two men uncovered the wide sheet of jagged metal and dragged it into the mess to put over the smallest corner of the gap.
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    Across the mess gap, Adrian saw more people finally joining the fire fight and paused to evaluate. He and the others had jumped the corner and managed to push the fire back into the kitchen, but it wasn’t going to hold. The cooking oil and gas from the stoves was feeding the fire that had spread across the ceiling by wires. Melting plastic and popping cans filled the air with dangerous shrapnel.


    Ozzie and Logan were dragging unconscious people out of the mess, but there wasn’t room for more than 10 in the passage. As the two men brought bodies out, more men and women came up the ladder. Forced to use them like ants, Ozzie began loading bodies onto shoulders to be taken to the bottom. It was slow labor.


    “We can’t get up there without digging.” Kenn dropped down from the broken ladder that led to the top level. “All the other ladders are gone and most of the ceiling caved-in. It’s blocking our exit. Lots of smoke. We can’t get up there without breathing equipment.” Kenn grabbed a heavy camp member, aware that most of the men around him wouldn’t be able to carry that one. “Let’s get these people below. Look for fire extinguishers on your way. We had 10 to 15 per level. They have to be here somewhere.”


    “I’ve got one.” Shawn came from the level below them. Adrian had been next to him a few minutes ago while they tossed salt–all they could locate–onto the fire, but he hadn’t noticed when the man left. “There’s five more right below us.” Shawn sucked in smoky air, lungs hurting. “I need help carrying them up.”


    Eagles hurried to collect the extinguishers, aware of the time running out for those who were still in the mess but even more, they were aware of their own limits. The constant climbing and smoke was taking its toll. So was the silence. Grief was sneaking in now, telling them they’d lost friends and family this time.


    “I found the blood!” Neil’s shout echoed upward. “Working on getting the doctor.”


    Angela grunted in answer, pulling herself to the top level. She’d gone right by the wonderful men laboring on the mess level without being noticed. It wouldn’t be long before the smoke overwhelmed her workers. The loudest noise now was coughing.


    Angela breathed through her shirt and began working on the pile of rubble blocking off the ramp entrance to the corridor that led to the top. The ladders were gone from the other entrance and the hole was filled with large debris. She’d chosen to try digging out their backup tunnel, hoping its narrowness and odd shape would have kept it intact. Angela used her witch to help her with the heaviest pieces.


    She hadn’t made much progress when Adrian joined her.


    Adrian pulled the larger rubble aside, not trying to speak. The men below were evacuating their camp members from the mess as fast as they could, but without the vents being opened and the fire being out, they were all going to die down here.


    Angela heaved a heavy chunk of stone to the right by rocking it.


    Adrian saw a gap and helped her.


    “That’s good!” She ducked into the darkness.


    Adrian followed, wincing at the heat blast as warm air found the newest vent and rushed through.


    Angela stood up as soon as she saw the floor was whole, fighting the need to run. There were rocks and dirt on the ground, along with big ants she stepped over and on without reacting to their squeals of betrayed misery. She had her own colony to save.


    Adrian grabbed her arm when she would have stepped into the smoke-filled corridor that led up a ramp to the top floor. He put her behind him and then advanced while shining his light. He found bodies sprawled across the rocky floor.


    Angela hurried to check them, but she already knew she was too late to save those who had been trapped up here. The smoke had found every nook and cranny and smothered them while they waited for rescue.


    “Come on!” Adrian helped her up, leading them through the smoke and horror to the large control panel Theo and Ozzie had welded to the entrance wall of the cave. He shined his light. Something from outside had almost pierced their steel door. Not getting out that way. He ripped the panel open.


    Angela shined her light while Adrian flipped switches. Once the buttons were set correctly, he had to hand crank the wheel.


    Angela winced as metal clinched, grinding, and then it popped like normal and a huge rush of cool air came at them. Behind it was a thick cloud of smoke that was impossible to view through or keep from breathing in.


    Adrian staggered toward the washrooms, dragging Angela with him as the smoke disturbed the debris and sent fresh clouds of smoky grit over them. Angela and Adrian cowered in a far corner of the chamber and waited for it to settle or for their lungs to shut down. There was no way to know which one would come first.


    Adrian groped for her hand, blind from the smoke. He tugged her into his arms and brought up his shield, wishing he’d thought of it sooner. It would tire him, but they would be protected from the worst of the smoke racing to the top of their den.


    Now that there was time, Angela put her head on his bad shoulder and sobbed.


    Adrian didn’t know which one hurt him more–the shoulder or her tears.


     


     


    4


    “They are burning!” Mikel’s scream echoed over his devastated campsite. He keyed his mike in ecstasy. “You have to come out now! We will have the witch!”


     


    In the mountain, the few radios that had been on when the earthquake hit blared with Mikel’s insanity, causing ripples of anger throughout the cave.


    Kenn was glad. With the smoke clearing, they were able to see how badly they’d been hit. To know that Mikel had been spared brought rage forward and gave Kenn the strength to keep working on the fire, as it did with the others who had been spared. If they survived this, Mikel was still out there planning their demise. Instead of causing panic, the determination to end the threat hardened in their hearts. Mikel was on borrowed time. He just didn’t recognize it yet.


    Kenn ducked behind the ladder and into the medical bay entrance. Neil had told Kenn that Tonya was still trapped. When he’d heard she was okay, Kenn had kept working on the fire. He still didn’t have time to spare, but he was checking on her anyway.


    Tonya grinned at the face peering across the gap. “Thought we’d be seeing you soon.”


    Kenn scanned the sleeping cat in her lap and the narrow ledge of stone where Tonya was sitting cross-legged. Without equipment or stacking debris up, he couldn’t get to her yet.


    Tonya already knew. She’d been thinking about ways to get herself down, but the drop into the darkness had stopped her. She didn’t know what was down there, but she had heard Neil tell the doctor that Jeremy jumped into a gap after Samantha and died. After that, Tonya had chosen not to jump.


    Kenn scanned again, trying to come up with something. He estimated their ladders would reach it, but they were in use now–both of them. The others had been destroyed or were buried.


    “I’ll be fine.” Tonya flashed another grin. “Time to go be a hero.”


    Kenn snorted and went back to helping, but his mind stayed on Tonya. She had become the perfect mate when he wasn’t searching for one and she was carrying his child. I might have to marry her.

  


  
    
​Chapter Three



    Burning


     


     


     


    1


    Gunshots rang out. It scared Cody, who had fallen asleep. He jerked upright to find Debra helping Theo and Morgan bring down a woman whose name he didn’t know. She was splattered with blood.


    “I can’t believe he’s gone!” Nancy hung onto Morgan’s arm as he guided her over the rubble. “I tried to help him…” She broke down sobbing.


    Morgan scooped her up, carrying the former sailor the last 20 feet. He put Nancy next to Samantha, hoping she might be able to help with their wounded once she calmed down.


    “Ants.” Theo signed it to Debra. “They killed Shane.”


    How? Debra didn’t understand. They’re little.


    “Strength.” Theo wiped away sweat. “He was knocked out. They took him right from her arms.”


    Debra started crying.


    Cody came to her and wrapped his tiny arms around her hips. “Shh…”


    Debra held onto the boy, taking comfort where she could get it.


    Cody instinctively led her over to Nancy.


    The two women fell into each other’s arms, crying.


    Cody retreated, glancing at Theo. Crying women made him nervous.


    “Good job.” Theo patted Cody’s shoulder. “Can you watch them?”


    Cody nodded. He returned to his place on Marc’s chest, but he shifted so he could view the upset women.


    Theo and Morgan felt the draft in the tunnel switch, glancing upward. The light from the fire was dim now, but fresh showers of dirt and dust were falling over everything.


    “Backdraft?” Morgan questioned as the wind increased, knocking more debris over and down.


    “No.” Theo shielded his face from the flying dust. “We set it up so that couldn’t happen.”


    The two men fought the wind to get to the ladder, where Theo began the dangerous climb with his casted leg. Morgan followed, ready to grab the man if he started to fall. There was a lot of work waiting for them all and behind that, grief and anger that would have to have an outlet. First, they had to get out of this cursed mountain.


     


     


    2


    “She’s over here. I cauterized it. I didn’t know what else to do!”


    Jimmy ignored Neil’s babbling, grunting at popping joints as he knelt by Samantha. The doctor was filthy and his hands were shaking, but he was calmer than some of his students who were crying and holding each other.


    “It’s bad.” The doctor took packages from the kit by Samantha’s feet. “Find me a bag of A+.”


    Neil found that type in relief. The carry kits weren’t organized anymore, but the bags were labeled and none of them had been punctured. In fact, the refrigerator had stayed intact when it fell, even keeping the glass in the door, though it had cracked. The shelf next to it, which had held the stronger medications, was absent and presumed destroyed.


    “It’s coming out again!” someone yelled from an upper level. “Get more extinguishers!”


    Neil was torn, but it was clear what his duty was. He left Samantha in the doctor’s hands and went up to help. That fire had to be put out. They had planned not to vent any smoke until the source was contained, but this situation was more than any of them had counted on when they’d implemented safety features for the cave.


    Neil stopped at the next level. Unable to reach the exact place where they’d stored their fire equipment, he’d chosen to dig through the rubble below that gaping hole. They’d placed half a dozen extinguishers on each level, but they’d also stocked three dozen as replacements.


    Kenn spotted Neil. “Over here!”


    Neil helped Kenn and Morgan clear the rubble from the shelf and pull it over. Anchored to the wall, a huge chunk of broken stone shifted with it, sending new groans and dust through the cave.


    “There they are!” Neil and the others grabbed as many of the red bottles as they could carry and took them to the rope.


    Kenn went half way up. “I’m ready. Toss it easy.”


    One hand holding on and one hand catching, he was only able to do it twice before he felt the rope slipping through his raw fingers. He pulled himself up as Simon and Neil tied the rest of the bottles to their waist to bring them up. The extinguishers were heavy and awkward, jerking Neil around as he climbed and they swung.


    Kenn tried to control the rope so Neil could reach the floor. The hard labor made both men grunt and sweat in the smoky dimness.


    “I found a bag.” Morgan stuffed the rest of the red bottles into it. He slung it over his shoulder and joined Neil, Simon, and Kenn at the top.


    Now armed with a dozen canisters, they hurried to the mess, dodging Eagles and camp members carrying down injured and the dead.


    In the kitchen, Ozzie and the others switched out with the main crew, happy to go get a breath of air that had oxygen in it. More knowledgeable about fires, Ozzie and his team had been able to beat the flames back into a corner of the cooking area where most of the oil and gas for the stove had been stored. Covered in soot and burns, the men retreated as the fresh help came in with the extinguishers and began firing.


    In the mess, workers continued to drag victims into the passage, where they were either stacked for a crew or taken below to the doctor. Few of them responded to any of the first aid attempts by their loved ones. Bodies began to pile up. Wails of grief echoed in waves as new victims were found.
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    Shawn set Missy down next to the doctor, but he didn’t insist the man stop to help her. The doctor was wrists-deep in Samantha’s leg, trying to sew something, Shawn assumed by the instruments. He waited as patiently as he could, wincing at the blood. Samantha didn’t react. Shawn hoped she was just drugged for the impromptu surgery.


    Shawn smoothed Missy’s hair from her face, glad to see her chest rising in steady breaths. He’d done CPR on her, but he was terrified it wouldn’t hold.


    The doctor felt the tension, but Samantha’s leg was torn up. He was trying to stitch it together with a bouncing flashlight as his guide.


    “More gauze!” he snapped when one of the students would have gotten up to avoid the pooling blood on the filthy floor.


    Face green, the student let blood gather around his knee. He didn’t mind viewing it or causing it, but Teddy didn’t like to feel it. After this, he would probably ask to be put into a different job.


    The rest of the medical trainees were caring for the wounds that they could or watching the operation with grimaces and awe.


    Nearby, Debra and Cody stayed away from the gruesome sight. Under Cody, Marc hadn’t woken.


    “Hey! He’s up!”


    Some people looked, but few of them cared except for the little girl sitting with the other kids that had been brought down from the mess.


    “Billy!” Leeann ran over the debris. “Are you okay?”


    Billy squinted through the dimness at the dirty little girl, skull pounding. “I think so. What happened?” He glanced around, frowning at the strangers in lamps and filthy clothes. “Where am I? What’s going on?”


    “Earthquake.” Leeann motioned toward the rest of the cave. “We’re in the bottom level with the other survivors.”


    “Okay.” Billy blinked, trying to clear cobwebs while dealing with a headache. “Why am I in a cave? How did I get here?”


    Drawn by the questions, a few of the students came his way with one of the medical bags Neil had brought down with Samantha.


    “What’s your name?” Daphne held up a light in front of Billy’s blackened eyes. She was still shaking from almost dying. If not for Morgan grabbing her, she wouldn’t be here right now.


    “I’m…uh. Damn. I just…” Billy stared around in panic. “I don’t know! I don’t know my name! Who am I?”


    Leeann took his hand, sending calming warmth over his skin. “Shh… It’s okay.” I’ve got you.


    Billy snatched his hand away. “I heard you in my head! Freak!”


    That brought cold silence from everyone who heard it. Both gifted and not gifted glared at the man. It had been months since anyone reacted that way to the descendants in Safe Haven. Even the newest refugees they’d let in had known.


    Billy stared in panic. “All freaks!” He scrambled to his feet, hands going to his guns without realizing it. “I want out of here!”


    “We all do now.”


    Marc’s mutter brought a wave of relief. He had come up from a place of thick sleep that lingered as he scanned his surroundings. “Stand down. We’re all scared right now.”


    Billy was unable to refuse the command. He settled onto his haunches under the ledge, staring around at everything and everyone as if he’d never seen them before.


    Marc didn’t rush as he sat up. His throat was dry and his ribs hurt. “Someone give me an update.”


    When no one spoke, Marc realized none of his men were down here except for Billy. Marc stood up, bracing against the rough, dusty wall. “Where is everyone?”


    Debra gestured at Cody, who had begun inching toward his mother’s body again.


    “Angie went to open the vent.” Cody squinted upward through the smoke and dust. “The others are fighting the fire or helping.”


    Hoping they had it covered up there, Marc swept what he could see of the survivors, trying to recover enough to think. What did they need the most?


    Water. He stumbled toward the rear chamber where they had kept the heavier tanks. They’d had to build them in place and fill them with hoses.


    Marc staggered over the debris where he and Adrian had been buried. Memorize that scene. I know something important happened there, but I can’t remember it yet.


    Marc’s demon sketched the area in detail.


    “Go with him!” Theo glared at Billy. “You don’t need your memory to understand we all need help here, right?”


    Billy accepted that and followed the Colt-wearing stranger out of the dim illumination from the lamps of the doctor and students. Billy noticed that he and the man both had the same style clothing and weapons. Are we in the army?


    “Over here.” Marc’s mind flickered unpleasantly. “We have to clear some of this debris, but we got lucky. The big tank didn’t bust.”


    Billy waded through the ankle-deep water in the impression, fumbling for a safe hold in the mess of stone and plastic debris. It was hard to see or walk.


    As Marc took hold of a large rock and hefted it aside, it occurred to him that he wasn’t in pain despite being buried. Shouldn’t I still be knocked out? Or dead?


    “Man, that’s heavy!” Billy groaned as they shifted a large layer of outcropping from in front of the tank by the nozzles. Those shiny objects were gone now, knocked off in the quake.


    “Damn!” Marc spent a moment planning it and settled on a high puncture. There was too much debris on the tank. He was afraid to try clearing it further for fear of collapsing what remained of the floor above. Much like he had while escorting Angela to Safe Haven, Marc tapped the tank. This time, the water level was lower. None of the precious liquid escaped.


    Billy frowned at the smell. “Is this clean?”


    “No. It’s been filtered, but it needs boiling or bleach.”


    Billy scanned the debris. “Any chance you kept bleach down here?”


    “Too dangerous to leave chemicals out. It’s in two storage rooms. One is on the top level. The other is on the same floor as the mess, so the cook had easy access for cleaning.”


    “Sounds like a good plan until this happens.” Billy was fighting the need to beg the stranger for details about his life. The words he was using didn’t make sense when Billy was trying to remember his own name.


    “It’s Billy.” Marc began searching for containers. “You’re a well-liked member of my army. Everything else has to wait, okay?”


    Billy nodded, then clasped his temples. “That stings!”


    “Tell me about it.” Marc sympathized, able to recall the exact sensations of being knocked out. Someone healed me. Not Angie. She’s too weak, and not Adrian because he wants me dead. Charlie? The teenager was the only other healer in Safe Haven right now… Wasn’t he?


    “Who was that girl?” Billy frowned again. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”


    “Leeann.” Using the same screwdriver he’d tapped it with, Marc ripped the hole downward until a small stream of water began to run out. He set a container under it. “Your future wife, she believes. She’s had a thing for you for a while.”


    “That kid?” Billy was revolted. He didn’t know who he was, but he knew he didn’t mess with little kids.


    Marc didn’t answer.


    Billy frowned again. “I encouraged it?”


    “Not that I know of or you’d be dead already.”


    Billy wasn’t offended at the warning. “Good. That’s sick!”


    Marc again held quiet, letting Billy figure things out for himself. Marc had heard that loss of memory was common after being hit on the head, but Marc had never had that problem himself and he’d been hit more times than any man should be if he cared about his health.


    “What’s going on?” Billy was now worrying over something he didn’t know if he’d done.


    “Listen, we’re busy right now.” Marc switched containers and held out the one that was almost full. “You aren’t bleeding or dying, but a lot of people we both call friends are. Can we work now and talk later?”


    “Yeah. Sorry, man. It’s just hard to wake up and not know who…” Billy took the dirty water and trudged out.


    “Tell them it isn’t clean!” Marc began trying to locate the chemicals they’d stored down here. The water purification tablets had been locked in a small metal case. Marc had the key in his pocket. It was poking his hip.


    Noises echoed from the upper levels, telling him the effort was increasing up there. He hated it that Angie was out of his sight, but she was glowing on his mental grid and that would have to be enough. The real leader was back in charge, whether she wanted to be or not.


     


     


    4


    Jennifer reached the bottom floor and held the rope as Kyle came down with Autumn wrapped against his body in both their jackets. The baby held still, like her mom told her to. They’d been lucky to be wearing jackets when the quake hit, but the parents would have used their shirts or even pants if it had been all they had to work with.


    Autumn wasn’t scared, but she was impatient. Hurry, Daddy.


    Kyle didn’t let her impatience rush him. The clothes were far from a real sling. The knots could slip at any time and then Jennifer would have to try to catch the child. Neither of them wanted that.


    Kyle inched down, noting a new ladder as an important chore to accomplish as soon as he could. A row of people needed the doctor, but they couldn’t get down there because of their injuries.


    Kyle reached the ground and shifted so Jennifer could take the baby from the slipping clothes before she fell.


    Jennifer cuddled her squirming daughter close, trying to comfort.


    Now, go. Crying!


    Jennifer frowned, confused. “Who’s crying?”


    Babies!


    Jennifer scanned their injured and only found one person Autumn could be talking about. “You mean Samantha?”


    Yes!


    Jennifer went to the woman who was being worked on by a sweaty, growling doctor covered to his elbows in bright blood.


    Down!


    Jennifer sat down by Samantha. Almost immediately, she heard the faint crying of an infant.


    Two, she realized. Samantha’s twins were upset. Autumn had been able to hear them before she could.


    Autumn cooed sadly, reaching out to her fellow children.


    The twins stopped crying and cooed in return.


    Entranced by the communication, Jennifer took Samantha’s hand and tried to send good vibes while the doctor worked. It didn’t look good for the weather tracker. She was pale in the dimming lamps.


    “We need more hands!”


    The shout came from above them.


    Jennifer handed the baby to Debra. “I have to go help.”


    Debra patted her wrist and then patted the baby, smiling.


    Jennifer hated to leave her child with someone she barely knew. With no other choice, she went up the ladder.


    Debra settled the baby by Samantha’s shoulder, where she was out of the way and protected by the ledge. Debra sat next to them, also keeping track of Cody. He was staring at where Marc had gone.


    Billy came from that room, holding up a canister. “Water’s here! Clean it first.” He set it by the line of wounded and went back toward the dim water room. There was too much blood out here for him. He was going back to the other guy who put off vibes of being dependable.


    Billy entered the damp darkness, not minding the water as much as the stares. Everyone out there was too hurt to be useful or seemed flaky.


    “They’re shaken up.” Marc paused and then gestured. “Except for the doctor. He’s always been flaky.”


    Billy caught it this time, realizing Marc had read his mind. “You’re a freak too!”


    “Yep. And if you call any of us that again, William, I’m going to knock you back out.”


    “But it’s... You’re...”


    Marc shoved another container into Billy’s arms, sloshing water onto both their arms. “Shut up for a while, will you?”


    Frowning, Billy did as he was told.


    Marc sighed in relief, not wanting to resent Billy for his lack of memory. It might even be better that he didn’t remember right now. Some of their members were too dazed by the losses to help.


    “Grab that shelf!”


    A huge crash echoed from above him, making Marc want to be up there with Angie and Charlie… Charlie. I don’t have him on my grid.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Four



    Issues


     


     


     


    1


    “Your father calls loudly.” Natoli and his braves were following the boy down a winding passage. When they’d reached the bottom of the ledge, a gap had led them to a corridor that appeared undamaged. They’d been tracking it for almost an hour.


    “Give me a minute.” Charlie concentrated. “We’ve got another problem.”


    Natoli and his men went into alert mode, drawing weapons.


    Tracy stayed close to Charlie, hoping he was wrong. Isn’t an earthquake enough?


    The tunnel was lightening as they walked, telling them they were near the outside and that their defenses had been breached. The only question was if it was from the quake or something else. Not giving themselves away with noise, the small, cold group was able to hear the clink of tools and the low murmur of voices.


    Charlie signaled everyone backward. “Pick a curve and we’ll take them out.”


    Natoli gestured to his warriors as they retreated ahead of the men coming into the corridor. He assumed Charlie hadn’t answered Marc because it might give them away, which meant this group could have their own special person. Natoli stayed close to Charlie, determined to keep his vow and prevent the evil men from getting into Safe Haven. The survivors in there wouldn’t last against an invasion right now. The blow they’d been hit with was too harsh.


    “I feel you, boy!” a voice growled in delight. “Come out or you’ll be sorry.”


    Charlie flipped the safety off his gun. Unable to communicate in any other way, the teenager struggled to remember the hand codes.


    Natoli and his men were also just learning them, but Tracy recognized the message. She motioned the warriors to get down.


    Charlie tried to wait until a large group of the Mexicans were in the tunnel, hoping to get a chunk of their fighters, but the steps came forward without the noise of a group.


    “I smell you, runt!” The man’s taunt rang through the corridor. “I’m gonna drain your girlfriend!”


    Tracy felt the terror the man was sending, but after the earthquake, she hadn’t calmed down enough to be scared of anything else. She tapped Charlie and pointed to her belt, where three grenades were cushioned in pouches.


    Charlie grinned. He took the first one and tugged on the pin.


    Tracy led the braves up the passage in a hurry, praying Charlie would be okay. She and Natoli had to get back to camp and tell Marc their den had been breached. If Charlie’s aim was good, they could also tell him the hole was plugged. If he missed, she had two more tries on her belt.


    Charlie rolled the grenade, skipping it along the wall so it wouldn’t be easy to catch or kick away. As soon as he let go of it, he grabbed his gun and fired in a sweeping pattern, hoping to hit the descendant as he ran away from the explosion.


    The grenade blew in a thudding bang that echoed through the narrow cavern. The ceiling collapsed, sealing the exit, but no one came through the dust toward him.


    Charlie stood up, coughing. Did I get them?


    Not a chance, kid. Look up.


    Charlie barely felt the boot to his face, too shocked to find a small man wearing black clinging to the ceiling above him. The boy didn’t understand how the descendant had gotten up there.


    Knocked off his feet, Charlie lost the grip on his weapon. It slid down the tunnel, toward the pile of rubble and the cloud of dust that was coming their way.


    Charlie ducked, blood dripping from the injury on his cheek, but the man dropping from the ceiling didn’t notice the danger in time. The traitor was hit full force in his uncovered face.


    Charlie wanted to stay down, but the killer letting out harsh coughs was distracted. That made it a perfect time.


    The teenager leapt up and tackled the man, also breathing in the dust as they struggled.


    Power flew through the corridor. Both males tried to hit the other with their gifts and their fists. It was chaos for Charlie, who only had the basics of rookie training. There wasn’t time to replay the lessons or to plan. He reacted as violently as he knew how, instinctively mirroring his father.


    The descendant swung them around, slinging Charlie off his neck.


    The teenager shoved off the wall and slammed into the man with his knife. It sank deep into flesh, shocking Charlie with the sensation. As the dust cloud began to dissipate, they stared at each other in shock–one scarring, one dying.


    Shifting rocks clunking down the rubble pile got through to Charlie. He yanked the blade loose and took off up the corridor.


    Behind him, the descendant dropped to the stone floor with a heavy thud, bleeding out. He hadn’t been able to hit the kid with his power. It was as if the boy had been wearing a shield even though it had to be down because they’d been touching. Confused, the descendant clutched his wound and closed his eyes.


     


     


    2


    People were trapped in corners and on small, narrow ledges throughout Safe Haven. The smoke was being pulled out, allowing for deeper breaths and more coughing as everyone tried to clear their lungs. Lights bobbed continuously, glancing off rocky outcroppings covered in debris that was barely identifiable. Muted voices called out to each other in comfort and grief as dozens of people went up and down the ropes and ladders to take supplies and wounded to the bottom floor.


    When the first gunshot rang out from a distant tunnel, all movement paused.


    “That’s not good.” Adrian took the lead. He and Angela had come from the top level, horrified that there had been no survivors up there, but glad they had gotten the smoke venting.


    Angela tried to hurry, but the debris in their way prevented it. She settled for letting Adrian go first to clear the path while she concentrated on the new noises echoing through the cave system. It sounded as if there had been another collapse, but she couldn’t tell where.


    Angie! Do you have Charlie? Marc blared in her mind.


    No. I’m searching too.


    Marc waited impatiently, working on the water. He could hear the murmurs of the survivors, and faint cries from the wounded, but underneath there was a heavy hum he hadn’t identified yet.


    “Hey, can we help with anything?” Brittani and Gus, with the rest of their group, joined Marc in the water area. “We aren’t sure what to do.”


    Marc pointed toward the containers he had filled. “Take those out, but let everyone know it has to be cleaned first. I’m hunting for the purification tablets.”


    Brittani motioned to her family. “Let’s dig around and see if we can locate it. What do they look like?”


    While Marc described the box the tablets were in, Gus took the water containers out to the line of wounded. The row waiting to be treated had grown steadily over the last half hour. Now that the fire was out, serious injuries had to be handled, but the doctor was still working on Samantha. The rest of the students were helping the few that they knew how to, but this was all new to them and everyone was in shock. Not much was getting done.


    Gus slid aside as more bodies came down the ladder, recognizing Li and his wife. Both of them were alive, but they had been burned. Gus couldn’t tell how badly and he didn’t want to. He’d already seen people fall to their deaths. He didn’t need to view the effects of fire too. Gus spun on his heel and rejoined Marc in the water area.


    “This is a little bit of what it’s like to be an Eagle.” Marc gestured toward the wounded. “If you can’t handle the sight of burns, you’re better off just being a camp member.”


    Gus wanted to argue that he was made of tougher stuff than that, but the shock of watching friends die was making him doubt his own strength in that area.


    Brittani, on the other hand, felt as if she should be doing more. She went out to their wounded to see if she could assist any of them.


    Marc knew what Gus was feeling. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, when your woman is stronger than you in some ways. In fact, it can come in handy.”


    Gus was subdued. “She’s always been like that. I wanted to be an Eagle to prove to her that I was strong too, but after seeing everything that goes on here, I’m not sure I can hang.”


    Marc shrugged, filling a new container. “You’re not viewing everybody in their best moments, you know. Maybe you should hang on before you make a final choice. It’s not always like this. There used to be a time when it was almost fun.”


    Gus found that hard to believe while they were surrounded by all the death and misery.


    Marc waved a hand toward the jug. “The rest of these go to the upper levels. Don’t forget to tell everyone the water is dirty. We can’t handle an outbreak.”


    Gus took the containers out without asking how he was supposed to get them there. Brittani had already taught them to make use of whatever they could since the war came. They’d done pretty well on their own. They hadn’t been as organized as Safe Haven, but there hadn’t been as many people in their group either. Now that everything had been destroyed, they were stuck using archaic methods to get things done.


    Marc continued to call for Charlie as he labored, wishing he could go search for the boy, but if they didn’t have water soon, they would have even more problems.


    The gauge on the water tank was broken thanks to the falling debris, but Marc estimated there was half a tank remaining. Based on their previous population, that amount would have held them a week. In these conditions, that would be cut in half and they would lose some of it while they cleaned it. If they didn’t find the purification tablets, they would have to boil. Marc began kicking around in the debris with Gus’s brothers, determined to locate them. With boiling, they might lose 1/3 of the water they had and that would end up costing lives.


    Do you have him yet? Marc demanded of his demon.


    Yes, he lives. There was a breach.


    Where?


    Second floor, rear passage. Half a mile out. The boy sealed it with a grenade, but the enemy is already digging through the debris.


    Marc went to the rope and shimmied up to the second floor. Shining his light, he determined there was no way to reach the other chambers from this entrance.


    Neil appeared, coming down from the mess where the fire was finally out. “Kenn and I left ropes hanging from...” Neil paused, heart hurting. “Where Sam and Jeremy fell through.” Losing control, he strode to the ladder so he could check on Sam.


    Marc followed him down.


    As they reached the bottom floor, Neil pointed to where he had brought Samantha down. “It’s rough over there. You might not be able to get back up that way without help or stacking.”


    Marc disappeared into the darkness, connecting to Angie. We’re about to have company.


     


     


    3


    Angela and Adrian exchanged worried glances as Marc’s message came through. If the Mexicans had breached a tunnel, they were about to be attacked and they weren’t ready for it. Most of the camp didn’t even have their guns right now.


    Adrian signaled toward the bottom levels “That’s where you should be.”


    Angela ignored him. “We need to bridge this gap. Get Theo up here, and Ozzie. As soon as we can get across, we’ll set up a welcoming area.”


    Adrian did as he was told, uncertain how the feat would be accomplished, but more than willing to let her run things while he was her right hand. It was more than he could have hoped for before the earthquake.


    Angela was aware of his sleazy contemplations, but she didn’t have time to scold him. Alone for a minute, she took the ladder down to what remained of the second level, just missing Marc and Neil. Instead of taking the next ladder, Angela went around it and over to the gap where Jennifer and Kyle had come across. The rope they had used was still tied. Angela grasped it tightly.


    She went across the ledge without anybody noticing, and entered the medical bay. The doctor and the students had also come across the ledge, so Angela was assuming it was sturdy enough to hold her and the other person waiting here for rescue. She didn’t know why Neil hadn’t helped Tonya, but she understood overlooking someone in a moment when a loved one was injured. Maybe Neil hadn’t known Tonya was trapped in the lab behind the medical bay.


    She figured out that wasn’t the case as she entered the bay and saw most of the floor was gone. “How did he get them out of the showers?” She was a little impressed at the ingenuity.


    “He made them jump.”


    Angela peered through the doorway to the lab and was able to see Tonya in the far corner. The pale redhead was perched precariously on a far ledge with the ugly cat in her lap.


    Angela swept the gap between the door and the showers. “Jump to where?”


    “Just kidding. There was a board across it. As they were coming through, it fell.” Tonya paled a little more. “We almost lost another one of the students, but Morgan grabbed her hand and pulled her up. It was kind of scary to watch.”


    “I bet it was.” Angela scanned the area again. “We’ll find something.”


    “What if we put a ladder under from the bottom?” Gus was standing behind her.


    Angela gave him a small smile through the smoke. “Can you and your brothers handle that?”


    “Sure.” He looked her up and down. “Shouldn’t you be on the first floor with the other injured people?”


    “I’m fine. After you help get Tonya out of there, there’s a group trapped in the living area. We haven’t been able to get there yet, but Marc is headed up from the bottom floor. I’d like you guys to help them.”


    Gus understood what she wasn’t saying. She wanted him to make sure Marc was okay.


    Angela patted his arm gratefully. “Don’t give up on the Eagle idea yet, Gus. You’re more capable than you give yourself credit for.”


    “Brittani doesn’t want that.”


    “What does Gus want?”


    He looked down at her with open fear. “Out of this mountain.”


    Angela understood that sentiment. Many people would be experiencing it, thanks to the losses taken here. Their den had become a tomb.


    “Mmm…”


    A moan near the ground startled them both, coming from under a large debris pile.


    Angela and Gus hurried over to dig the person out, both horrified they hadn’t known anyone was right there and needed help. At this point, they weren’t expecting many more survivors. The miracle stories in the news were exactly that–miracles.


    Angela and Gus helped the man stand, recognizing Ray underneath the dirt and dust. She gave him a quick pat down and determined he had been knocked out, but not hurt seriously. “Gus has to go to the first level. He’ll drop you off.”


    Angela helped settle Ray on Gus’s large back, and then went with them to the ladder, hoping it was sturdy enough to handle the double weight. Most of the bodies from the mess had been cleared now. Almost all the people who had been in there were dead. Those they had been able to resuscitate had been taken to the bottom floor where the doctor would examine them when he had time. The injured were stacking up and lining up, all handling their own issues as best they could. It was calm for the moment, but Angela knew that wasn’t going to remain. Often, the worst part of a crisis came during the aftermath. Fear, anger, greed, and jealousy didn’t go away just because a tragedy struck.


    Gus lugged Ray down the ladder.


    Alone again, Angela concentrated, trying to determine what was the next most important thing to handle. They had hundreds of bodies to deal with. They needed food, water, medicine, and very soon, they would need light.


    Angela frowned. That was going to be a big problem. In the next 48-hours, most of their lamps and flashlights were going to be used up. They wouldn’t be able to clean the water or prepare any of the food they found. They also needed something that wasn’t flame. They might have a gas leak in the kitchen and maybe from other areas as well. Until they got repair crews going, it would be impossible to tell.


    If she got the power on, they would have limited light in the area where the wires hadn’t been damaged. Most of the wires would have been destroyed on every level, except for the top. Only the rear areas of that floor were too damaged to access. The ceiling had collapsed over the big and little training chambers and the TV room. The reading cavity was almost pristine, but crowded with bodies. The bathrooms up there were also destroyed, as were the laundry and storage chambers, but the corridors, the weapons compartment, and their power room hadn’t been damaged. They’d lost power because the connections had snapped as the flooring collapsed.


    Angela grunted as she leapt up for the rope to the next level, stomach pulling and twisting. She climbed awkwardly, feeling like a rookie again.


    As Angela got to the next level, she was met by Jennifer.


    “Marc said to keep my ass on the bottom floor or stay with you.”


    Angela was glad to have the teenager. “We’re gonna go do some work on the power. Once the smoke finishes clearing, you can bring the baby up. And Cody.”


    Jennifer understood Angela was trying to ease her mind about being so far away from Autumn. “Thanks.”


    “It’s also for Cody. I like that kid.”


    Jennifer stepped over the large debris pile, and scanned the broken ladder to the upper level. There was only one remaining. There would only be one on the level below them now as well, since Gus’s brothers were busy removing it to use for Tonya’s rescue.


    Jennifer shined her light toward the living quarters. “There are people over there.”


    “Marc’s working on that. We have to get the power on.”


    Jennifer followed Angela, neither one of them commenting on the stack of bodies they passed as they climbed the ladder above the mess tunnel. They knew each face. They had laughed and eaten with them just six hours before, and now, they would never hear those people again.


    Jennifer didn’t know what Angela planned to do with all of the bodies, but since they had no way to bury them and they couldn’t burn them in here, she suspected they would be dumped into the pits. The rest of the camp wouldn’t be told.


    Angela and Jennifer went up to the first level through the same entrance she and Adrian had used when they got the vent open. Jennifer was fine until they hit the rear room. Angela needed to check each of the chambers to determine if the cables on this level were intact. That meant traversing the bodies to reach the wires that had been stapled to the walls.


    “Oh, my God.”


    Angela didn’t echo Jennifer’s horror, but she felt it. There were kids up here.


    Jennifer scanned the terrified faces with her light. “Why weren’t they in the mess with the other kids?!”


    Angela made her way through the horror. “We’ve always had roamers. Slaver kids were locked up for so long they couldn’t stand to stay in one place. You know that.”


    Jennifer did. It explained some of the smaller kids, but not the teenagers who never missed the evening snack together. It was another mystery to add to the list of things she had already come across since Kyle had helped her over the gap. There were bodies that didn’t have injuries from the earthquake and there were bodies nowhere near debris that looked as though they had been bashed in. After they settled down, she would tell Angela about the things she’d found. They had yet another killer in Safe Haven.


    Angela caught that, but didn’t respond to it. They’d always had killers in Safe Haven–the good kind and the bad kind. It was sad, but the odds were high on that never changing.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Five



    Four More


     


     


     


    1


    “Shine that light over here.”


    Angela and Jennifer both swung around as steps echoed through the passage behind them. It was a group of men coming to the weapons compartment.


    “Take whatever you can carry.” Kenn’s voice echoed. “There are vests up here. Most of us don’t even have our jackets, so get suited up.”


    Angela listened in approval as she continued to track the wires.


    Jennifer watched the shadows and listened to the grumbling of the mountain around them, wishing she could turn back time.


    “Is anyone else up here?”


    “I am, with the boss.” Jennifer stepped into the corridor so Kenn could see her. “She’s working on power.”


    “That’s good. Marc stacked a way up to the residence level. Some of us are gonna secure the people there and help them get down to the bottom. The rest are going with Marc to make sure the sealed tunnel will hold until we’re ready to handle the Mexicans.”


    Angela didn’t contradict the orders, but she was certain the small blast had sealed the passage. If not, they would already be hearing shouts and screams, and fighting of the men coming through. She could feel Charlie’s troubled mind, but that also had to wait. The camp needed power.


    Jennifer listened to Kenn talking to someone.


    “Stay here. Don’t let anybody through that the boss doesn’t approve.”


    “You got it.”


    Relaxing now that Kenn had put someone on guard, Jennifer joined Angela in tracking wires.


    The women forced their minds away from the bodies of their friends. It felt awful to step over them. Some of these people had been terrified of dying down here; it added insult to injury.
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    “Keep going.” Charlie knew his parents were worrying. “My dad’s on the way.”


    Charlie and Tracy stayed between the warriors as they hurried toward their damaged camp. Behind them, came the sounds of digging through the rubble.


    “Hey! There’s a new tunnel!” Tracy pointed as they ran by.


    The group stopped to sweep it with their lights and gifts, hoping it was empty. If there was another breach, it would make it even harder to protect what remained of their camp.


    “I see a boot.” Tracy walked into the darkness without considering the danger.


    Charlie hurried in front of her. “You don’t have your gun. Stay here.” Charlie shined his light as Natoli took his right.


    Tracy slid into the middle of the warriors like Charlie wanted. She was regretting all the time she had spent mourning instead of strengthening her body. The few lessons she’d done with Angela last week had been great. It had cleared her mind and helped heal her heart a little. Now, she wished she had been doing that the entire time.


    “It is a boot.” Charlie picked it up. “Looks like... It’s Shane’s!”


    Charlie went deeper into the corridor despite not having time to do so, light shining on blood spots and torn clothing. He didn’t know what had happened in here, but the feeling of someone needing help was too strong to ignore.


    The cavity dead ended in a pile of stones and dirt. As Charlie approached the blockage to be sure there were no gaps, fresh grit fell over his shoulder. Goosebumps breaking out on his arms, the boy shined the light upward in horror.


    Ants were on the ceiling. They were carrying something bloody that appeared to be human.


    Charlie wasn’t sure about firing. He could tell the person was alive, but with those injuries, he doubted it would be for much longer.


    Natoli rushed forward and began stabbing the ants with his staff.


    Squealing as they fell, the ants tried to fight by clawing and biting feet that stomped on them.


    Tracy and Charlie stayed back as Natoli and his warriors killed the ants. During the battle, the body fell, but neither of them hurried over to it. They didn’t want to get in the way.


    As the last ant was knocked from the ceiling, the others scurried off, squealing in hurt rage.


    The rescuers all gathered around the body.


    Shane opened his eyes, unable to see. “Shoot me.”


    It was obvious the man wasn’t going to survive his injuries. He had missing fingers, chunks of flesh were gone, and his skin was waxy from the loss of blood. He would be dead before they could get him to the doctor.


    Natoli knelt down next to the man, “Close your eyes, my friend. Close your eyes.”


    Tracy glanced away as Natoli slid his knife across Shane’s neck.


    “Aww, Shane.” Charlie stared. Viewing this much death up close was also shaking his desire to serve.


    Natoli wiped his blade across his knee and stood up. As he sheathed it, he noticed Charlie’s glazed expression, as well as the pale countenance of his woman. The Indian directed them toward the tunnel, understanding these were rookie warriors. He treated them the same way he would have any of his braves. “Get to work!”


    Charlie and Tracy left Shane’s body with slow steps. It was heartbreaking to treat their friend this way after he’d died such an awful death, but they couldn’t do anything else right now.


    As they stepped into the main cave, the sound of digging was louder. There were also voices coming toward them from the direction of the camp, along with the heavy stomp of running boots.


    Natoli marched his group in the direction of the boots, hoping whoever was coming was ready for the problem. The Mexicans were coming through behind them. The sound of shifting stone was distinctive.


    Boom!


    The group broke into a fast run as part of the passage behind them exploded and Mexican shouts filled the dusty corridor.
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    “I got a complaint, boss lady.”


    Distracted by the battle she was keeping track of, Angela turned to face the camp member who had muttered in her ear. “What can I do for you?”


    Benny grinned cruelly, big hands reaching out. “Die.”


    Angela struggled to reach her gun as the man squeezed her neck, preparing to snap it.


    Angela tensed her muscles as tight as she could get them and lashed out with her demon’s wrath.


    Benny jerked, body stiffening.


    The vet snatched his knife from Benny’s thick neck.


    Angela absorbed the lifeforce, groaning.


    The vet spun back into the shadows.


    Jennifer and Olivia gaped in shock. Both women had been about to shoot, though Jennifer had drawn her weapon first.


    Angela gasped air into her lungs, hating the painful sensation. Roger had done worse to her, but that didn’t stop the dangerous, hungry rage that had to be controlled. Feeling fate call, Angela glanced at Jennifer.


    Jennifer sighed, holstering. “Are you sure I should?”


    “Yes. That’s four of them. I was certain there was double that number. Expose them now.”


    Jennifer went to join Marc and Kyle. Angela believed their other hidden assassin was in the group that was fighting the invaders.


    “I can get others up here to watch over you.” Olivia stepped closer, hoping the vet didn’t come back before she finished. He was eliminating all of her kind. If she didn’t act now, she probably wouldn’t get another chance.


    Angela knelt down at the wires again. “Do it fast, before you lose your nerve.”


    Olivia stiffened. “You know?”


    “I’ve always known.” Angela pushed harder, wanting it over. “You were the one confused by your destiny.”


    “I don’t know what you mean.” Olivia lifted her gun.


    “Yes, you do.” Angela’s voice didn’t shake as she challenged her next would-be killer. “You could have been one of us. You’ve chosen to follow old orders and kill me instead. At least admit what you are and why.”


    “I’m your enemy. You let me in.” Olivia’s face tightened, finger squeezing… Blood ran over her lip and dripped down her chin.


    Angela didn’t glance up. The vet was handling the heavy chore she’d given him and doing it well. So far, only a few people had witnessed anything, and Olivia wasn’t going to tell. The vet’s knife had slid through the back of her neck to cut her vocal cords, among other vital items. Angela had heard him plan it out in his mind when the woman left her post. Angela hadn’t known Olivia was a traitor, but the vet hadn’t cared. He viewed everyone that way, allowing him to see things she didn’t.


    Angela watched the vet caress Olivia’s twitching fingers.


    “Killing is wrong. If you can’t control yourself, Marc will slit your throat while you sleep.”


    Chris frowned, dropping the body. “Sorry.”


    Angela sighed. “So am I. You can’t be cured. I should have you removed.”


    “Yes.”


    Angela didn’t speak again.


    Neither did the vet. He watched her as she worked, protecting and obsessing.


    Shouts of a victory echoed, along with a short series of blasts that said Marc had blown up more parts of the tunnel to buy time. If it was bad enough, the Mexicans might abandon their attempts to reach Safe Haven that way. Angela hoped it was. They’d already lost a quarter of the herd. She couldn’t take much more.


    The fighting in the corridor echoed from the second floor and spread through the cave. Those with minor injuries and those not sure what they should be doing began to gather around the tunnel entrance, listening in concern.
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    Marc swung at a short Mexican and knocked him into the cave wall, then fired his gun. He heard a body fall behind him, but there was no time to see who it was as the rest of the Mexicans came through the passage screaming for blood.


    This part wasn’t wired like the rest of the tunnels around the cave had been. Marc watched in horror as one of the Mexicans threw a grenade that bounced off the stone wall and landed in a crevice about four feet up.


    “Duck!” Marc threw himself to the ground.


    The explosion echoed, making ears pop as showers of dusty debris fell over them. Men didn’t have time to avoid the blast. They were knocked off their feet or killed by the shrapnel.


    The ceiling collapsed in front of the Mexicans, blocking them from coming in farther, but it also blocked Safe Haven from getting out. Now they were trapped in here. The entire fight had lasted less than two minutes.


    Marc stood up, wiping dust from his face. As he swept the bloody, dusty corridor, his flashlight began to die. “Let’s get back.”


    They were forced to leave the bodies where they were. That had to come later.


     


    Jennifer met Marc and his group as they reentered camp. “The boss says to scan your group.”


    Marc understood this was to flush someone out. He raked the group with his demon’s penetrating sight.


    “Hands up!” Eddie drew his gun before Marc could read his mind.  “I’ll shoot the boy. None of you can heal the healer.”


    “My mom can.” Charlie wasn’t afraid. He was angry. “Bluffs won’t work.”


    When the others didn’t react, Eddie scoffed. “See, boy? They know I’m right. Your momma was hurt bad and she hasn’t healed well.” Eddie motioned toward the passage. “All of you get in there and start digging.”


    “You’re working with the Mexicans?” Jennifer burrowed into his thoughts. She caught a glimpse of Eddie trying to shoot Marc during the fight they’d just had and missing only because of bad aim. “How can you do that to us after escaping them?!”


    Marc realized the man was like Rick and snapped. He lunged forward, taking the surprised killer to the ground.


    Everyone else got out of the way as they fought for the gun.


    Marc tried a mental shove when he felt the assassin’s strength, but there was no response. Another one who’s immune or a psychopath?


    Eddie slammed his chin into Marc’s nose, trying to break it.


    You want down and dirty, you got it, asshole. Marc rolled over and pretended to stand. When he reached halfway, he lunged forward and slammed his head into Eddie’s face, shattering the man’s nose and splitting his own brow line open in a blinding stab of excruciating pain for both of them.


    Kenn was there to drag his knife across the traitor’s throat as Marc rolled away.


    Marc stayed down for a minute, recovering. “This has been the longest day of my life.”
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    “Help me!”


    Terrified, Dale heard a shout and then struggling as he cowered in the shower where the curtain blocked his view. Not wanting to, he ducked under the edge of the flap and peered out.


    The vet slammed Dennis onto a pipe that had fallen from the ceiling, impaling him.


    Dennis screamed, clutching his stomach. Blood pattered to the dusty ground like rain.


    Finished with his chore, the vet left the smoky residence.


    Dale crawled into the far corner of the shower, not about to come out and challenge the vet. The man had saved his life, but Dale had also watched him kill someone. Dale was scared he would be next.


     


    Noise from fighting came to Dale a short time later, then footsteps.


    Marc and a dozen fighters entered the living quarters and walked around the gap in the center of the room, hoping to locate more survivors.


    Recognizing someone he knew he could trust, Dale barreled out of the shower. He ran into Marc’s knees, knocking them both to the floor near the gap. “He killed him! He killed him!”


    From his awkward position, Marc scanned and found a fresh body.


    “Get off.” Marc shoved Dale back toward the shower and joined the other fighters around the scene.


    “He killed him!”


    “Who?” Kenn swept the position and condition.


    “Her pet killer.” Dale shivered. “The vet. She told the vet to kill my Dennis!”


    At that moment, Ray came through the tunnel into the living quarters. Relieved to find Dale alive, he hurried forward, smiling.


    Dale flew across the bodies and debris, striking Ray. It knocked them both to the floor. “You did it! You told her to do it! I hate you!”


    Marc and Kenn separated them, not sure what to say. It was possible that Dale was right.


    Dale was still screaming horrible things at Ray as he was dragged down to the line of wounded so one of the students could give him a sedative. It was a long minute where Ray stood up and refused to look at anyone except the dead man he had come to loathe over the last month.


    “I hate this place.” Dale’s miserable statement echoed up to Ray.


    Me too, Baby. Me, too. Unable to help his mate, Ray followed Marc and tried to forget about the emptiness in Dale’s heart for him now.
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    Gus stroked gently, loving the softness under his fingers. “Pretty pussy.”


    Tonya snickered despite the gravity of the awful situation they were in. It sounded funny.


    Gus also chuckled as he realized what had triggered her amusement. He held onto the cat while Tonya wrapped it in her sweater. She cradled the hissing feline under her weakest arm.


    “Is it sick?”


    Tonya took the first step on the ladder. “It has cancer. I’ve been treating it, but so far there hasn’t been any results. Now there won’t be more treatments, so I guess we’ll have to hope that was enough.”


    She and Gus descended, both inhaling deeper of the cooler, cleaner air as they reached the next level.


    Tonya untied the cat, but kept a hold of it, trying to calm the angry animal. She stared at the line of wounded, horrified at everyone’s condition. Tonya swept the wounded and the debris piles. “Where’s the boss?”


    Gus pointed upward. “Working on power, I believe.”


    Tonya released the growling cat and went back up the ladder. She didn’t like the idea of Angela being without a guard and she needed something to do to keep her mind off the fighting she had heard. One of those shouts had belonged to Kenn.


    Tonya got to the top level to find Ozzie and several of their team with Angela and Jennifer. All of them were tracing down wires, except for Olivia, who was lying face down in a pool of blood. Tonya didn’t ask what had happened even though it was obvious the injuries were recent. Tonya joined the others, eager to have the power back on. The light on her belt had already died.


    “Here’s tape.” Angela tossed the roll. Most of the supplies on this level were accessible.


    Tonya watched as Angela directed her dimming lamp toward a small line of wires stapled to the wall.


    “Like this.” Angela spliced snapped connections together by twining the matching wires around each other and then wrapping them in the tape.


    Tonya got busy, hoping Angela would go to the bottom level soon. The camp needed her down there.


    Sighing, Angela motioned to Jennifer. “You’d better stay with me so Marc doesn’t flip out. Let’s go.”


    Happy that her mental suggestion had been accepted, Tonya stayed where she was.


    Angela walked into the main room with the control panel, stopping by Ozzie. “Any idea on time yet?”


    Ozzie didn’t stop working. “Give me half an hour and then I’ll be able to tell you. Once we get all the wires reconnected up here, we have to go through and disconnect the lower levels or we’ll start more fires when we flip the power on.”


    Angela patted his arm. They all had work to do.


    Angela did a brief evaluation of each level of the cave as she went down the ladders and ropes. She was forced to go slow because of her physical health, but she also needed an idea of what came next. Marc had been gathering water. Ozzie was working on power. Kenn and the others were providing protection. They still needed food, blankets, and medications. Many of their injured would develop infections if they didn’t get antibiotics.


    Angela stopped near the ladder on the level with the former medical bay. She used the last of her flashlight battery to scan the rubble, trying to determine where the precious cases had fallen. When she thought she had a general idea, she descended to the bottom level and began to dig through the rubble.


    Billy spotted her and came over to help. It was obvious what she was hunting for when he realized all the debris in this pile was medical related.


    As they worked, shifting debris into a bare corner of the floor, other survivors came over to help.


    Voices drew attention again as another small group came down the ladder. Everyone was overjoyed to see new survivors.


    Missa helped Joseph lower himself down the rope, face streaked with tears. Behind them, James, Boothe, and Peter followed, all loaded with dusty bags and boxes.


    People rushed over to take the burdens.


    “We were trapped behind the guard shack.” James waited for his turn to come down the rope. “Marc put rations under there. I’ve got about 400 packages of Mountain House Beef Stew.”


    Angela marked that off her list as one hot meal for their current population, relieved. That would buy more hours.


    “I found the purification tablets!” Brittani shouted from the water chamber.


    Eagles hurried to get the case so they could start treating the water the doctor was crying over not having access to yet, despite it sitting right there. He needed to be able to clean some of the wounds, but more than that, he needed to be able to wash his hands. The blood was building up on his skin.


    “You have to help her!” Shawn grabbed the doctor’s arm.


    Jimmy pushed out of Shawn’s tight grip. “She has smoke inhalation. There’s nothing I can do for her without oxygen. Get off me!”


    Before Shawn could grab the man again, Nancy distracted him. Much calmer now, she led Shawn and Missy, who was pale and quiet, toward a corner of the bottom level. “Let’s try over here. There might be a fresh breeze.”


    Shawn let Nancy talk to him, but he was terrified the little girl wouldn’t recover. To him, she looked bad. She wasn’t the active, talkative, bossy kid he had gotten used to caring for during their time together.


    All around the doctor, others were in the same situation. Terrified for their loved ones and unable to help them, panic was about to set in. Those who were calm enough to foresee it coming hoped Angela, Adrian, or Marc were able to get it under control before things got any uglier than they already were.


    As if drawn, Angela came down the ladder and began helping the doctor.


    Two minutes later, Marc and his group came from the opposite end of the bottom level, where they had found a way to put a ladder up to the residence areas. The tension went down another notch.


    Marc went straight to Angie, with Charlie on his heels.


    Angela took a moment to embrace both of them, grateful that they had survived the first wave. Now I just have to get us through the aftermath.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter Six



    Life and Death


     


     


     


    1


    “Stay with her. When you see the baby’s head, yell for me.” The doctor limped away, sweating. He had twisted his ankle earlier while treating patients.


    Nancy stayed crouched next to Mandy, who was in labor two months early.


    Still helping with the wounded, Angela worried over the coming birth and a lot more. Smoke being pulled out of the mountain was a concern now. The trouble in the passage wouldn’t be the end of it. The steady smoke said they were in trouble, making this a perfect time to attack. They needed to get real security set up.


    Marc joined her. “I’ll need six hands to take care of it.”


    Angela felt better. With Marc on duty, no one would get through without paying the price. “You pick them.”


    Marc glanced at Charlie, who was kneeling by Samantha. “We need more food and medicine. I’d like you guys to work on that.”


    Glad to be able to help, Tracy hurried toward the ladder and Charlie followed. They knew most of the supplies had been on the destroyed level. Like Angela, they would track things from their origin.


    Marc let the couple get out of earshot before meeting Angela’s eye.


    “Thank you.”


    He smiled, glad she approved. He didn’t want the boy down here using himself up on the wounded. “My honor.” Marc picked his six men and motioned them toward the corridor where he’d fought the Mexicans and killed a man he’d called a friend. Eddie’s betrayal was disheartening. Marc had chosen him for the rookie team.


    Angela felt the same way. She had believed Olivia would make the right choice in the end.


    “I found one!” Jennifer grasped the edge of the box, tugging hard. Angela had put her on searching while she helped the wounded. Jennifer lost her grip and slid down the rubble pile.


    Gus grabbed Jennifer’s arm, helping her gain her feet. The shifting rock sent a fresh cloud of dust across the bottom level, recoating everything.


    “Thanks.”


    “Sure.” Gus gave her a little shove to help with momentum as she went back up. They were all tired.


    The doctor and students would handle distributing the medications in the box, but it was one of the smaller containers. Jennifer knew they needed to locate a large one that held enough to treat their entire population for a week. That was the emergency outbreak bag and there was only one of them. She recognized that as a mistake.


    Jennifer got a stronger grip on the box this time and jerked hard. It came free, sending a small slide of rubble down the pile.


    People jumped and gasped as rocks crashed to the ground, terrified the earth was shaking again.


    Jennifer hurried over to Samantha with the box, already flipping the bent latches.


    Angela told one of the students how much to give the injured storm tracker and watched to make sure it was correct. She scanned the area, seeing Cynthia and Candy had been brought down. Sedated, both women had slept through the chaos. Autumn was snuggled between them, also sleeping. That made Angela wonder where Cody was.


    It only took a minute to find him next to his mother’s body. Someone had covered her with jackets, but the little boy had uncovered her face.


    Angela put an arm around his small shoulders. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


    Cody leaned against her, sniffing. “She wasn’t a good mom, but I loved her.”


    Angela held the boy, scanning the other bodies. Several people had fallen during the quake. They had broken their necks or been impaled. Chauncey was one of those. Angela wondered if he had foreseen his own death and pushed away the gruesome contemplation.


    “He told her something before it happened.” Cody was staring at Chauncey now, tears dripping down dirty cheeks. “She told me what it was. Do you want to know?”


    “Yes.”


    “She said the Onion man is coming.”


    Angela frowned, trying to decipher the words. “Onion man?”


    Cody glanced up in fear. “The Onion man isn’t supposed to be here. He doesn’t like America. He’s a descendant too.”


    On a break, Adrian had come to check on Angela. He’d been staring at her for five minutes, pondering things, but now, he stepped from the shadows near the water chamber. “Do you mean the UN man?”


    Around them, people stilled, trying to listen.


    “He has a lot of men.” Cody craned his chin at Adrian. “They’re coming here.”


    Angela knelt in front of the boy. “Can you tell us when?”


    Cody began to count on his fingers. “Six, seven, eight! Eight days.”


    Angela and Adrian both sighed as fresh tension flew through the survivors. That was the last thing any of them wanted to hear.


    “Help! Help us!”


    Missy had collapsed.


    Angela hurried over to begin CPR. The doctor was busy dealing with an impalement that had just been brought down, and three of the students were occupied with helping Mandy give birth. From her cries and groans, that moment was fast approaching.


    Responding, Missy sucked in oxygen and coughed, body twitching.


    Angela held up a finger. “What’s your name?”


    The little girl frowned. “That’s not funny.”


    Confused, Shawn crouched over the girl in terror. “Is she okay?”


    Angela caught a flash of Missy’s thoughts and added it to her list of things to handle once she had time to settle things down. “She needs oxygen treatments.” Angela pointed toward the medical bay. “I think I saw two setups where Tonya was trapped. They were caught on the ledge with her. You might be able to reach them if you’re careful. They look like a breathing mask with a hose and a plastic bottom.”


    Shawn was moving away before she finished speaking.


    Angela helped the little girl over to the line of wounded that was finally shrinking. Missy had been following Shawn around as he dug through rubble piles to find something to help. It had worn her out and overloaded her already saturated lungs.


    Mandy screamed in agony as the next contraction hit.


    A few feet away from the doctor, Neil began grunting. “Come on, Sam! Come on!”


    Two of the students were performing CPR on Samantha.


    Angela ran, aware that she was at her limit. She hadn’t been refilling her magic from anyone and her injuries were too fresh. The single lifeforce had healed the last of her injuries from Vlad, but there hadn’t been any reserve. She doubted she would be able to help, but she took one of Sam’s clammy hands, determined to try.


    Terrified, Neil waited for something to happen, but none of the previous orbs shot out and there was no blue light. Sam didn’t respond. “What is it? What’s the problem?”


    “She’s too weak.” Cody had followed Angela. He placed a hand on her wrist.


    Almost immediately, multicolored orbs began to shoot from Angela’s fingers. They slammed into Samantha with enough force to shake her body.


    “Thank you.” Angela didn’t scold the boy for not telling them sooner and she didn’t reprimand herself for not knowing that Cody was a healer. These gifts weren’t predictable, good or bad, and they didn’t have anyone who could identify power. As far as she knew, there wasn’t a descendant with that ability.


    Samantha inhaled deeply, body arching. She curled into a ball, coughing violently.


    Uh, I can do that. Sonja also had a beta who could do it. I’m not sure that we’re rare.


    Angela frowned at Marc’s message. Do what?


    Identify descendant gifts…on sight.


    Evolving. Angela sighed, standing up so Neil could help Samantha sit up. It’s good.


    Marc sensed she was unhappy, though. Why?


    I had hoped you wouldn’t evolve, Marc. It’s part of my nightmares. It’s why you die.


    I don’t get the connection.


    With that skill, you’ve just become the most sought after type of descendant on the planet. Keep quiet about it, please? Even when it’s hard?


    I will. Marc hadn’t asked her for the exact details of that moment yet, but now he understood it was more complicated than Adrian stabbing him in the dark some night.


    I’ve never told you because you wouldn’t have believed the truth. I still don’t think you will, but your gifts are evolving. The second part of what I saw has come true, so I’ll tell you now if you want to know.


    He does it for a good reason. Marc had always been fast on his feet.


    Yes. He saves everyone–the same as he’s been doing all along. Angela groaned as she stood, spine popping.


    Would we still be enemies if you had told me that?


    Angela was hopeful at his reasonable response, but she didn’t censor the truth. The time for that was over. Of course. If he could get away with killing you, he would. Same for you. The rivalry will never end until one of you is dead.


    Marc caught a very fast flash of Angela shoving Adrian into the line of fire and then she was out of his mind and hers was closed to him.


    Angela left Neil to comfort Sam, hoping what she and Cody had been able to do would be enough. She was weak and the boy was young. Together, they might have bought Sam a day or two, but her own health would have to take over from there. Neither of them would be able to do it again.


    Cody tensed. Angela realized the other injured, and those with friends who were injured, were coming toward them. Forced to make an ugly choice, she held up a hand. “I’m sorry. We can’t do anymore. Help them as best you can.”


    She led the boy over to Gus, confident the big man would keep him safe.


    Gus knew what she wanted without being told. He had been watching. “I got him.”


    Angela squeezed Gus’s arm and returned to their line of wounded. She couldn’t help magically, but she could assist with the skills of a doctor.


    Adrian pointed to a few of the healthier survivors and signaled toward the ladder. “We need to get the levels covered while Marc secures the tunnels. Come on.”


    In situations like this, most of the camp was grateful he still cared enough to help them. As Adrian climbed to the next floor, followed by people who were happy to be distracted from the misery on the bottom level, Jennifer came after him. “I need to talk to you.”


    Adrian motioned the others to go ahead.


    “We have another killer in here.” Jennifer lowered her voice as she remembered there weren’t appliances or electronics running to cover the conversation. “And not the kind we can use. I’ve found five bodies that weren’t from the quake.”


    Adrian wasn’t surprised. It was a prime opportunity, for both good and bad, to take advantage of the lack of security. “I’ll tell the boss.”


    “She already knows.”


    Adrian frowned. “Then why are you coming to me with it?”


    Jennifer put her hands on her hips. “Because we can’t have a killer running loose in Safe Haven. It’s the wrong choice.”


    Much like Angela had, Adrian snorted. Surely the teenager understood killers had a place, considering that she was one?


    Jennifer would have argued further, but Marc and Kenn came up the ladder. Wanting more weapons, Marc had sent his crew on to secure the tunnel while he and the filthy Marine collected them.


    “I’m not sure we should do anything.” Kenn had heard the conversation. “Whoever it is, they’re eliminating problems for us. We were watching Bobby and Howard before the quake.”


    “Fewer problems are a good thing.” Marc stiffened. “‘Cause we do have a lot of them.”


    Everyone rotated to find two men with guns standing in the shadows of the rubble.


    Neither of the traitors was in the mood to talk or try taking a hostage. Both men knew they were about to die. They were only determined that they wouldn’t go alone. They had found the bodies of their co-conspirators and assumed Angela was having them eliminated. Both men raised their guns...


    A tall figure bathed in shadows appeared behind them.


    Chris swung, bringing the short, metal pipe up from the hip with the force of his body.


    Jennifer winced at the awful crack.


    Marc and the rest of his group watched in astonishment as the vet swung again in the same form. Blood splattered the cave wall.


    Chris swung the pipe a last time, enjoying the squelching noise as his feet slid in the pool of blood. Job finished, he disappeared back into the shadows without looking at any of the witnesses.


    Marc shared a glance of amused concern with everyone, then shrugged. “I didn’t see anything.”


    The vet was glad to hear that as he went down the rubble on his hands and ass. He was already bruised and scraped, and covered in dirt and dust from the labor he’d been doing. It was a relief to know Marc wasn’t going to have him hunted down yet. Chris had no doubt there would be serious consequences from the actions he was taking, but saving the important lives would help in that moment. Right now, he wanted to be certain Angela was okay.


    As the vet came down the rubble pile in the far corner, Angela felt his inspection. Very good.


    Chris beamed and settled into the shadows nearby.


    Angela signaled James and Peter to carry the water container around for people to get drinks. The purifying tablets had been in them the required time. It wasn’t sanitary to have everyone drinking from the same containers, but it was better than passing out from dehydration.


    As the camp got a drink, the adrenaline crash started to wear off and people got sleepy, but there was no actual sleeping or even drowsing with the wounded man now shouting under the doctor’s rough hands or the woman screaming as she pushed out a new life.


    Angela paused as the cry of a newborn baby echoed through the horror. It was the only good sound to the entire mix. She closed her eyes, filled with gratitude that at least some of her friends had been allowed to survive. “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound…that saved a wretch like me.”


    As Angela began to sing in honor of their dead, others joined in.
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    Outside the cave, the singing echoed over radios. Those who were wearing them had hit the buttons to be certain their tormentors knew they hadn’t been successful. The tunnel invasion had obviously been planned before the quake.


    Mikel was furious to hear singing instead of screams. He started to fill the air with a string of threats, but a new noise caught his attention. He swung around, staring west. Shit! Too many!


    This new refugee wave was bigger than the previous few. Thousands of people in vehicles and on bikes streamed over the hill and into Mikel’s camp. They ran over tents and fighters, crushing what little the Mexicans had been able to gather since the quake. Gunshots echoed as the camp was overrun.


    Mikel ducked into a crevice in the mountain as another tremor sent stones and snow skidding down into the valley.


    Above them, the sky opened, drenching the area with fallout rain.


    Mikel huddled in the narrow shelter, watching his remaining men be executed or run over by the panicked refugees who’d heard singing and assumed they’d found Safe Haven. The fact that they hadn’t wasn’t sinking in at all. Cars were stopping. People were getting out in celebration, all while ignoring the shaking ground and the ill Mexicans lying all over the snow around them.


    Furious but impotent, Mikel began climbing the mountain, vowing vengeance. He didn’t get very far before the weakness in his legs and bowels forced him to stop. While he waited for it to pass, he stewed. The witch’s power was hurting him. I have to kill her. If I don’t, her curse will surely kill me.
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    “We’re almost ready to try now.” Theo gestured at the control panel as Marc and Adrian came up to the top level. Everyone had been working for hours. “We’ll have to be ready for fires from connections that we missed or couldn’t reach.”


    A small supply of extinguishers that hadn’t been used were lined up outside the mess. Marc instructed their group to grab them and be on standby for areas that began to smoke or flame. He also instructed them to use the flashlights that had battery life to scan around the cave walls while that was going on. If they didn’t go searching for it, a fire could get out of control before they even realized they had one. It was worrisome that none of their smoke detectors had gone off during the mess fire, but Marc stored it as something to figure out later. He already had a list of those.


    Theo got ready to flip the switch.


    Marc stayed there, hoping to be bathed in light if only for a minute. The future had weighed on him the entire time they’d been reestablishing security.


    “You have more luck than me.” Theo changed places with Ozzie. “You do it.”


    Ozzie flipped the switch.


    For a few seconds, there was no response and then the bulbs above them began to glow with a familiar, comforting light that brought a cheer of relief from everybody who noticed it.


    “Now we’ve got a chance.” Adrian clapped Marc on the shoulder with his good arm. The bad one was reminding him it had recently been out of place. “Nice!”


    Marc couldn’t help but share in the good moment. Without power, they’d been doomed, but now there was a chance they might recover. He shoved Adrian toward the door. “Get to work. It’s not over yet.”


    Pleased, Adrian did as he was told.


    On the level below, a small fire started. It was extinguished by overeager helpers who used half of the valuable canisters. Marc realized they should have cautioned people against that. Another mistake. How many more can we afford before it’s too much?
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    “Did you hear that?” Angela tilted her head. She was picking up a call that wasn’t mental or oral, but both blurred together. The only time she’d heard anything like it was when she had tried to listen to Donner while she and Adrian were being held captive on the train.


    “I’m sorry, no.” Jennifer tried to expand her range, always working on her gifts. She had a daughter and a man to protect.


    Angela put a hand on the healthy teenager’s wrist. “Let’s listen together.”


    Jennifer held still while Angela navigated through mental portals the girl didn’t have in her own mind. She gazed in wonder at the quick images, at the levels of power hidden behind a row of doors, and then one of them opened. “That’s Za–”
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