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  One Common Goal

 

 

A Hero to lead them

A witch as a guide

Eagles to defend them

From every side

 

A Doctor to heal them

A Star to strengthen

A secretive father

And a fallen idol

A camp of refugees

With skeletons to rival

 

A group of gifted teens

A clan of closed-off women

An army of Eagles

With a common goal among them

 

To save their future

To stay, to survive

To continue recovering

To push, to never hide

 

The old Government

Coming to reclaim

From the past

They’ll deliver more of the same

 

Safe Haven will stand–united

Or they will fall

Once again, the bad guys are coming

Determined to end it all

 

If they can take a witch

Or a few gifted teenagers

Safe Haven Refugee Camp

Will be in the hands of strangers





  
    Part One


     


    “A period of adjustment is always required during a change in leadership, but not everyone can afford the lost time. That’s when you discover if they’re worth following at all.” –Adrian Mitchel, Former leader of SHRC


    


  


  
    
​Prologue



     


     


    The war has begun to change us.


    The mental cliffs we’ve been forced to leap–the horrors we now hold inside–are nothing compared to the physical evolutions. We’re harder, stronger, more determined, but also weaker because we need each other so much more. It creates vulnerabilities.


    We’re angrier, as well. We know the government survived and we’ll have to fight them to remain free. We’ve faced slavers and nature, direct attacks from crazed refugees, and personal hatred inside our own borders, but all of that was to prepare us for this moment. We represent what’s left of the great American herd.


    And I’m scared.


    They are going to come for him–these people will know everything in a short time–and Adrian will be unprotected except for the Eagles. That won’t be enough to defeat the government. If they get ahold of Adrian, the entire world will finish falling. His powers are so magnetic he could be used to draw in every gifted person on the planet. With all light gone, all hope, our civilization will crumble. I have to ask something of Marc, something that will torture him. I need him to help me save the man he wants to kill.


    


  


  
    
​Chapter One



    Concentrated Chaos


    June 30th


    Toltec State Park


    Scott, AR


     


     


     


    1


    “Raven to Kyle. Have someone escort Conner to the medical tent.”


    “Copy.”


    She looked at Neil in annoyance. “Next?”


    She reminded him so strongly of Marc on his second day in Safe Haven that Neil smiled despite the heaviness in his heart. “Questions. You provide the answers.”


    Angela planted her feet firmly, as she’d seen Adrian do so many times, and found the stance almost comfortable. “Hit me. I can take it now.”


    At the moment, Neil had little doubt. The waves of determination rolling from her were strong enough to bolster his own lagging faith. “First is camp security. Stays doubled?”


    “Yes.”


    “We’re taking in new arrivals, even though we know they might be assassins?”


    “Yes. Myself, Charlie, or Jennifer–in that order–will go through them. If we’re all busy, then they wait.”


    Neil hoped that would be a standard now. They couldn’t take any more chances, not with the government coming.


    Subtly reading those closest to her, Angela opened a fresh layer of concern. “It won’t be just him, Neil. They know about Conner, and about me. One careless slip or forced conversation, and we’re on their radar for Jennifer and Sam as well.”


    “They’ll take all of you!” Neil realized, horrified.


    “And then kill the others here. It’s what you do when there’s an outbreak.”


    “Otherwise, it spreads.”


    “Yes, but they don’t understand the dream of freedom doesn’t belong to one man or even an entire camp. It’s a birthright. We’ll never stop fighting.” She glanced around, including the nervously listening Eagles. “They’re not taking anyone from this camp. I’ll die first.”


    Neil held out the notebook for her to read the next item on his list.


    Where does she stand on the Gov issue?


    Angela took his pen and quickly scratched two words.


    With Adrian.


    Neil slid the notebook into his pocket and waved Zack over. “He’s your personal shadow for the day. If you don’t see him, even for an instant, trigger your alarm.”


    Before she could question, Neil motioned to an Eagle in the trees she couldn’t identify from where they stood.


    “That’s Shawn. He’s your sniper today–fresh out of Marc’s class and eager to pull the trigger. If you don’t want them shot, stay out of reach of all new people.”


    Angela agreed curtly. “What else?”


    “Kevin will go over a couple things, and then you’ll be on your own.”


    Kevin immediately asked what many were already wondering. “You’ve chosen Marc as your XO?”


    “Adrian gave him that place. I didn’t argue.”


    Neil hid a smirk at the prepared answer and gestured for Kevin to continue. He was getting a crash course on being an assistant to someone in the chain of command. Neil and Kyle had gotten their lessons from Kenn and hated every minute of it. Kevin’s would be better, though certainly not easier considering the circumstances.


    “We realize you’ve had...”


    “I realize,” Neil corrected without the malice that had always layered Kenn’s teaching moments. “The slot comes with the blame, as well as the fame.”


    Kevin cleared his throat. “I realize you’ve had almost no time to adjust, but the faster you settle three things, the easier this camp will run for you.”


    Angela liked it that she wasn’t the only one who was unsure exactly what to do. She answered reasonably. “You tell me, I’ll argue, and we’ll go from there.”


    Kevin blinked. “Uh, yeah. Okay.” He cleared his throat again. “Your chain of command, your rules and punishments, and a meeting where you tell the camp those things.”


    Angela raised a brow. “What’s the third?”


    Kevin made a face. “That was all three.”


    Angela was eager to rise to the challenge she’d been gifted with. “Picking and then telling the camp are on the same ticket. The second is getting the camp to approve my choices. What’s the third?”


    Neil was impressed. He and Kyle had thrown that in with no real hopes she’d catch it due to their clever wording. “Third is following through–getting it to all work.”


    Kevin frowned. “Do you know how you’re going to get their approval?”


    Angela peered toward the medical tent, able to feel Adrian hanging on to a temporary alertness so he could hear her say she had it covered. He was ready to give up.


    Yes, the witch confirmed. He brought Conner here and gave you control. He will not keep fighting without a goal...and those who cannot find hope will not survive.


    It was a mirror of what the witch had told her back in Ohio. Angela glanced at the men waiting nervously for her answer. “No, I don’t.”


    She retreated before they could respond. Of course, she knew how to do it. She had to save Adrian’s life, lead Safe Haven to the mountains, and start settling them inside. During that time, she also had to convince the camp to accept the magic in their midst and help fight the government troops that would come.


    Kevin’s face was red as he caught up. “Sorry. I didn’t know they were testing you.”


    Angela shrugged. “They got you too, rookie.”


    “Yeah.” He grunted. “This is all new. I never thought they’d recommend me for this.”


    “Recommend? I get a choice?”


    “Sure. Neil said you’d probably let Marc know who you prefer for your...” Kevin paused, unsure what place he’d been shoved into.


    Angela filled in the title with grave pride. “Personal assistant to the leader of Safe Haven Refugee Camp.”


    Kevin’s mind went to places he knew better than to mourn. Those days would come around again. They were working hard on it even now. “I won’t be mad if you let me go for Kyle or Jeremy, or someone who already knows how the inside stuff works.”


    From that, Angela understood Kevin had been given the chance at a place all the men would want. He was being rewarded for his steadfast performance in Little Rock, she was sure, but there was a feeling it might be more.


    “I mean it. I won’t be mad. I don’t have enough experience for this.”


    She grunted. “That makes two of us.” Angela ducked into the medical tent and went to Adrian, ignoring all those observing her. There were only Eagles in this tent, plus John, Anne, and Conner. The time for hiding what she was, at least with this group, was over.


    Angela raised a hand over Adrian’s feverish body; the witch scanned him.


    Dying, came the prompt answer. Poison and infection.


    I have to have Adrian. I can’t do this without his guidance.


    You know the price?


    I do.


    And you pay it willingly?


    Marc will be Charlie’s lifeline?


    Yes. Fathers have the same gifts.


    And Adrian’s right about what he put in the notebook? That...Marc’s been lying to himself and everyone else?


    Yes.


    Then save Adrian. If the need ever comes, Marc will cover Charlie.


    As you wish.


    Now?


    You haven’t recovered enough. Another 12 hours.


    He may not have that long.


    Adrian didn’t wake, but she sensed he wasn’t so far under she couldn’t reach him. How long would it hold?


    Angela turned toward the cooler and got a bottle of water. The more she drank, the faster the chemicals would leave her system. She searched herself briefly over the choice to save Adrian and found a strange chill that hadn’t been there before. She should be devastated Marc had lied, but she wasn’t. She hadn’t been even from the instant she’d read that curtly scribbled paragraph.


    For personal reasons, I’ve chosen not to tell her what Marc’s hiding. When she runs that blue glow through the filters, does she miss the meaning intentionally? I wonder if she hasn’t known all along and allowed him to hide it because she knows what an ugly burden it is to be born this way.


    Yes, she did understand the price of power, but that wasn’t how it had happened. Until Safe Haven, she hadn’t suspected at all. Once here, though, Marc had fit Adrian’s leadership profile a bit too closely to be overlooked by the boss man. That had been her first clue–that Adrian found Marc useful enough to take advice from him and to use him in FND work. Then, she’d noticed Marc’s way with the camp women. Moments from their childhood had flashed her to the magic they’d shared, to how he’d always understood her so well. By the time the glow had happened, it had only been a confirmation that she’d been scared to get before then. That was why she’d never filled up from him. They would have had to face his lie.


    Dribbling water, Angela wiped her mouth and mind clear as John joined her. She had work to do. Speculation and conversation would keep. “Have him ready to go out for evening mess and then get him prepped. Wait as long as you can to call me. I still have drugs in my blood that will interfere.”


    “Can we get another water truck and two more tents set up? A few of the patients can be switched out to give privacy and space.”


    Thrilled to be getting a cover story with the request, Angela was able to sound almost cheerful. “You, doctor, can have about anything you want.” She hated witnesses.


    John grunted, unable to play along. “How about the cure for Cancer?”


    Angela viewed him in dismay. “It’s back? Already?”


    John took off his glasses, rubbing restlessly at the frame. “This is a particularly aggressive type. The chemicals we’re absorbing are feeding it, I think.”


    Angela asked the question that now mattered most to her. “How many people in camp have terminal cancers?”


    John didn’t meet her observant stare. “More than a dozen, with twice that many suspected.”


    “Oh, my god!” Was this covered in one of Adrian’s notebooks? “That’s like... That’s...”


    “Almost a sixth of them.”


    Angela turned to stare toward the camp she could hear waking. One in six. There was no way she could help them all.


    “He said to tell you not to drown in the bad–to swim through it.”


    Angela tried to breathe normally. She wasn’t drowning in pity–she was furious. How dare fate take yet another cut! John’s hand on her arm was a warm comfort she shrugged off. “I’ll work on it. You’ll have him ready?”


    “For both appointments.” John slid his glasses on. “You know he’ll be groggy and in pain. They might see through his act.”


    Angela sighed, moving for the flap to relay the doctor’s needs to Kevin. “Yes. I also know Adrian would rather be with his people than anywhere else. He’ll pull strength from their joy. They won’t know, but they’ll be the ones who really save him.”


    Angela ducked out of the medical flap with guilt and anger fighting for room in her heart. They had five men inside with serious gunshot wounds, one with a high fever of unknown origin, and three with minor bone breaks. It had been a rough mission. Twenty-four confident, eager men had gone into that city with her. That number had come out, but none of them were the same.


    “What should I do?”


    Angela let Cynthia stay close as she left the medical tent. “Get the team–you’re in charge on this one. I want the kids’ group working the QZ gate. Have them scan every living thing that gets close to this camp. When there’s a lull, I want them patrolling the perimeter with the senior Eagles. Make it clear they do as they’re told or they return to being camp kids. We want their help, but don’t need it should be the undertone.”


    Cynthia left without looking at Kevin.


    “We hear from Kenn yet?” Angela asked.


    Kevin made a motion to the perimeter man and got a quick response. “He checked in before dawn, but not since.”


    “I want him first when he gets home.” Angela gave an order without realizing it. “Make sure I’m here for it.”


    “I will.”


    Angela spotted Mitch in the coffee line. “That’s different.”


    Kevin filled her in on Mitch, the group fistfight, and gave her an update on Dog. Neil had shoved a paper into his hand while he waited at the medical flap for her.


    Angela wanted to spend a few minutes thinking about all three reports, but she couldn’t spare the time. The problems with their animal population would also have to wait. “John needs help in here. Go visit these people and tell them it’s time they used their skills instead of mooching in fear.”


    Kevin recorded the names and left. These women had nursing skills, but hadn’t told Adrian? Didn’t they know they would have been priority members? Kevin was still pondering the weakness fear created as he crossed into the main camp.


    Angela spotted Marc across the distance. That was another change she wanted to explore, but she headed for the little mess instead, where Li Sing was directing food into the smaller bins. She needed to study the area for a minute. They had to be careful not to let the camp know how injured Adrian was and that required a good illusion.


    “Coffee?”


    Angela smiled gratefully as Li Sing hurried to push a steaming mug into her hand.


    “Sit, eat.”


    Angela wasn’t going to, but the smell of freshly baked bread caught her nose and pulled her onto the bench. “Just for a minute.”


    Li Sing went to carve a thick slice.


    Angela took her notebook out. Around her, the camp and QZ were slowly waking. It was okay to steal a personal minute–something she hadn’t had since before going into Little Rock. Later, it would be impossible.


    “Butter?”


    Angela tore off a small chunk. “Nope.”


    The warm bread was perfect, and she found herself sitting quietly instead of viewing the notes and to-do list she’d made. The sound of the camp coming to life was...magical.


    “You look like him. Stop it.”


    Angela didn’t answer Kyle’s half-joke as he came through the netting around the mini-mess.


    He filled a tray with enough food and drinks to outfit a small army, and Angela gave him an approving nod as he slipped right back out. Kyle was off duty now. He’d more than earned the break.


    Crack!


    A number of people flinched at the distant thunder. It was something they hadn’t heard in months.


    “Yeah, that timing figures.” Angela wasn’t bitter. They’d known rain was coming. Adrian would have prepared for it.


    As if to mock the assumption, a stiff breeze began rustling the papers in her notebook.


    Angela pulled the pen from the holder. Her minute was up.
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    “How is he?”


    Chris jumped at the hostile voice, backing away from the food bowl he’d just set down. “Perfect–like there wasn’t even a fight.”


    Marc scowled. “Maybe there wasn’t!”


    Chris retreated as Marc came closer. It was easy to guess the man was upset. The vet grabbed for a calming trigger. “How’s Adrian?”


    Marc growled.


    Chris cowered along the tent wall. Wrong button!


    Dog was instantly alarmed at the waves in the tent. This wasn’t the master he’d chosen to serve. This was the Marine–who Dog happened to loathe. The wolf wasn’t sure what had occurred after the fight. The last thing he remembered was falling on top of the pile he had already killed, as more of them attacked.


    Marc clenched his fists, throwing out a cold warning. “If anyone suspects what I did, you’re who I’ll talk to about it.”


    Chris stammered out a promise, but it wasn’t enough for Marc.


    “That includes the chain of command–all of it.”


    Chris understood, but unlike the Eagles, he wasn’t bonded with Adrian that way. In fact, in another world, he and Marc might even have been some semblance of friends. Considering who this hard man was sleeping with, it wouldn’t happen now. “They’ll think it wasn’t bad, that I took care of it. Keep him in here for a bit to cover.”


    Satisfied, Marc delivered a last blast from his anger supply. “Mitch told me he saw you skulking around the night of the sinkhole. I’m checking into that when shit settles down around here. Now get out.”


    Chris fled, shaking with fear and anger. Marc thought he could make changes while Adrian was laid up, did he?


    “But he didn’t notice he had help.” Chris hadn’t been able to leave the wolf to suffer. Marc’s magic had done wonders, saved the animal, but the vet had also contributed.


    Chris hurried toward the animal trailer. His mind was a furious maze of secrets and scars. “I’ll show him. And when I do, she won’t want him anymore!”


    Marc knelt to stroke the wolf, not reacting to Dog’s reluctance. The animal would always sense the difference, but Marc had no choice in how he handled the vet. Adrian’s traditional methods had barely worked on Chris before. This required sterner measures and he’d had to bring the military man inside forward to do it. Marc didn’t like being mean, even to those he mistrusted or didn’t care for. It wasn’t in his nature.


    Dog relaxed as the air of menace faded. He enjoyed the rub Marc was delivering. Dog wished he could speak to Marc, as he did some of the others here. He needed to express his gratitude, but more, to warn Marc.


    Marc knew Dog was special. He’d watched Adrian put the wolf to work and been glad. He, too, understood what it meant to be needed, to have a place.


    “But not this one.” Marc frowned. “The load is too heavy. It’ll use us both up.”


    Dog nudged Marc’s hands. He switched ears, wishing he could talk to Dog. He wasn’t sure what he’d say, other than to ask if the wolf had another name he preferred. After all these years, ‘Dog’ felt rude. The big animal was much more than that.


    Dog strained, not sure if it could be done, but willing to try…


    Marc stilled at the new sensation. He knew what it was–someone inexperienced trying to find a line in... Sudden intuition made him drop his mental walls.


    Take her and run–now.


    Marc drew his gun, even though he connected the deep voice to Dog almost instantly. “Where’s the threat?”


    In the medical tent, about to be healed.


    Marc winced, holstering. “The first time we’ve spoken and that’s what you pick?”


    Dog blew out a damp snort. A warning to get your mate and go, while you still have her. Isn’t that valuable?


    Marc sighed. “It would be, if I didn’t already know.”


    Dog glanced up in confusion.


    Marc forced the words out. “My time with her is limited. I don’t know why, or what I can do that would possibly change it without hurting all these people, but I know she’ll leave me. At some point, she won’t be satisfied.”


    Dog didn’t know what to say, beyond the obvious. Why would you accept that?


    “I haven’t. I’ll fight for her until I’m dead...or until she says she’s done. When I hear that, I’m gone.”


    Why would you go through so much pain for something you have no hope of keeping?


    “Love sucks like that, Dog. It doesn’t give you a choice.”


    Dog considered. Like the breeding heats.


    Marc was startled into a smile. “Uh, yeah, I guess. You have no choice, right?”


    Dog whined lowly. I’d hurt you, if you got in the way.


    Marc understood. Some things just pulled a male like that.


    What will you do after?


    Marc grunted. “No idea. Find a substitute and hurt, take off and roam this dead world, blow my brains out... It’s hard to say at this point.” Marc shook off the depression. “But for right now, I plan to enjoy every second she gives me. I had no idea what I was missing. I thought I did, but Angie willing is...”


    Dog whined again, burying his head under a large paw.


    Marc laughed. “Sorry.”


    Dog rolled over. I’ll stay out of sight for a while.


    Marc was reminded of his secret, but Dog already knew what he wanted there too.


    I would never volunteer such information.


    Marc didn’t want to ask, but he had to. “And if she questions you directly on it?”


    Dog, who was sure telling Adrian those forbidden things had caused his near-death, made his choice quickly. I won’t answer in any way that would imply I was healed.


    “Can she...” Marc sighed. “Could she pry it out of your mind?”


    She won’t need to. If I refuse to answer, she’ll know it’s to protect someone.


    “She won’t think of me.” Marc hated keeping secrets from her.


    What happens when she finds out?


    Not if, but when. Marc stood up and left the tent without answering.


    When Angela found out he was like her and had been all along, that he’d left her to be different alone because he’d feared the same treatment, when she finally realized that he’d been lying to her the entire time they’d known each other, it would be the beginning of the end for them. That was a betrayal she would never be able to forgive.


    As Marc came from the tent, he spotted Cynthia herding a small group of reluctant, bleary shadows through the fog. At least he didn’t have Cynthia’s duty. Between Angela and that teenage mess, Marc wasn’t sure he had the worst end of the whipping stick.
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    “Why us? We’re not trained for this.”


    Cynthia didn’t answer. None of the teenagers had liked being dragged from their warm cots.


    “Can’t we at least have a few minutes to wake up?” Even Charlie was grouchy. He was missing his morning time with Tracy. This was the only 10 minutes he could steal with her. Later, the camp would be too active.


    Cynthia still didn’t respond. She wouldn’t until one of them asked a question that mattered.


    “Isn’t this a job for the Eagles or Angela?” Jennifer was moving slower than the others. Her back was aching.


    Cynthia’s continued silence annoyed the sullen kids. The complaints began to fly uncensored. When it got loud enough to draw attention, Cynthia stopped and turned. She only looked at Charlie, but each of them felt her silent scold.


    Charlie didn’t cave. “Well, we won’t be doing anything! After all the fighting here yesterday, any groups that were around took off.”


    Cynthia gestured toward a cloud of dust coming from the west. “Just the opposite. Because we’ve proven repeatedly that we can defend ourselves, they’ll come in heavier now. And your mom wants you here, officially. If it goes well, this might be a regular post.”


    Charlie caught the hint. “You mean we’ll pick who gets in and who doesn’t?”


    Cynthia had forgotten how Angela had told her to handle it. “Yes. We need you to do your duty here.”


    Understanding that it wasn’t make-work, the group stopped complaining.


    Cynthia went on. “The front desk is where you’ll sit. The guards will let in one carload at a time for you to do paperwork. Make us proud.”


    Charlie turned to Jennifer. “You and I will dig in while Matt and Becca distract them. Between the two of us, we’ll ferret out every little secret.”


    Jennifer was all for it. “We should have a code or something, for the ones we decide to refuse.”


    “What about a code like the Eagles use?” Matt was eager to be more important than the Eagles. “That way our men can get rid of them.”


    Cynthia listened, hearing the self-importance, the too-strict laws emerging. It wasn’t what they needed. When the teenagers began openly discussing life and death, Cynthia remembered her instructions and understood why Angela hadn’t wanted it handled this way.


    “Stop it!” The reporter was angry. “Your first thought, when you find something you don’t like, is to ask yourself what Adrian would do.” Cynthia held up a curt finger against the protests. “You guys haven’t been made leaders. You don’t decide life and death, or who stays and goes. Angela and Adrian do that! You’ll fill out their paperwork, send them to a QZ tent, and let an Eagle know if there’s a problem. You will not directly confront anyone about anything you pick up or Angela will send you back to the training tent.”


    Complete silence came, layered in hostile glowers.


    Cynthia didn’t know what to do. “Fine. You know what? I’m going to go tell her I screwed up by telling you this job mattered, and then I’m going to tell her I think it’s a bad idea.” Cynthia stomped away.


    “Hang on!”


    “Don’t!”


    She stopped, but didn’t face them. “Angela knew you guys weren’t ready. I thought you were. It’s no big deal. You’ll train for another six months before you get the next chance and then you’ll do great on it.” She resumed her steps, fully prepared to report exactly that.


    Charlie waved the others toward the QZ desk with a low whisper. “Wait for me there.”


    He hurried to Cynthia’s side.


    The reporter tried to block her thoughts by thinking of the brick wall from Village of the Damned.


    “That doesn’t work on me. Cool idea, though, to hide the bomb that way. We might know something was there, but until enough brick crumbled, you’d have the advantage.”


    Cynthia glanced over in mild surprise. Not only did Charlie make it a habit to never talk to her, he also didn’t talk openly about magic with anyone but his mom. Even in the lessons, which were being called the Jr. Eagles, he was careful.


    “Thank you.”


    Cynthia stopped to give him a searching look. “For your mom, right?”


    Charlie nodded. “I was reading you just then and I realized I hadn’t said that.”


    Only two other people giving her those words had meant more. Cynthia felt her heart expand. She shoved away the teary emotions. “You have to lead them. If you want the things I think you do, the legal bonds with certain people, then work for it.”


    Charlie knew she meant Tracy. For that bond, he would work their team into the ground.


    Cynthia knew she’d gotten to him. She turned to glare at the other kids over the distance. “Each of them has triggers inside those intelligent minds. When you hit one, remember and use it ruthlessly. They’ve been complete strangers to you, fellow refugees, and even friends. Now, make them your team.”


    “I need to think.” Charlie hesitated. “Can I stand here and do it, or should I put them to work and do it during?”


    Cynthia leaned against the water tanker. “Which way would be more effective?”


    Charlie considered. “If I could at least plan out this first day, I could work on tomorrow’s setup after the shift.”


    “Good. Why not send your team to the mess for trays to bring with them and buy planning time?”


    Charlie liked it that his first order would be well received. “Thanks, Cyn.”


    ​Cynthia froze at the nickname. She quickly turned around before she started crying. Being accepted still felt odd.


  


  
    
Chapter Two



    Honest Lies
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    Kenn pulled into the QZ parking lot just before lunch, annoyed and worried about more than just Adrian. He’d already checked in with the perimeter men over the radio. Everyone knew he’d returned, but no one was here to update him. He peered around in confusion. Where is everyone?


    Crack!


    Thunder had the camp scurrying. Kenn saw Eagles racing to secure things. Tarps were going up, animals were being brought in, and the perimeter shift was still doubled. It appeared normal for the situation, but Kenn knew it wasn’t.


    He’d been sent away. Why? Because Marc was in charge now? Kenn was braced to accept it, so long as he was still the XO when this was all over. Adrian promised me that.


    Kenn left his gear in the truck, not sure he wouldn’t be ordered right back out on another meaningless run. He headed for the medical tent, but before he got there, Angela came through the QZ with Kevin and Samantha on her heels. Kenn strained to hear them.


    “Yes, to all of those and shut the QZ desk half an hour before dark. From now on, we’ll pass out food and water, get a sheet on any medical issues they have that can’t wait, and tell them we’ll open at 8am.”


    “Do you want security on those who wait overnight?”


    Angela paused to consider Kevin’s question, then made the choice. “Yes, but light. I don’t want to scare even one of them away.”


    As Kevin left, Samantha took over the questioning. “Neil said to tell you he needs an answer on the first three things you were given.”


    “Tell Neil to cool them all off–send the music players out and dig up some pre-holiday fireworks. That’ll buy us more time. They have to have contact with Adrian before they get the official word on who he gave command to. If they think we’re hiding his death, they might riot.” Angela moved out of sight.


    Kenn noticed how much quiet protection she had, including Adrian’s personal sniper... His mouth dropped open. “He gave it to her!”


    Mocking laughter came from nearby.


    “After all the training lessons, did you really think he wouldn’t gift her that way? Weren’t you watching her soak it up like she was born a Mitchel?”


    Kenn turned slowly to find Marc lounging against the water truck. Kenn prepared to fight for his place if it was needed.


    Marc threw in a bit of explanation, hoping to be sure of Kenn’s intentions, but also his cooperation. Now wasn’t the time for battling each other. “You lost your chance at leadership a while ago. So have most of the top men along the way. Other than the rookie teams, she’s the only Eagle left who might hesitate to pull a trigger, to kill.”


    Kenn didn’t respond.


    Marc straightened. “The man I served with would have known this was coming.”


    Kenn’s face darkened. “I assumed it would be you in charge, asshole.”


    Marc smirked, moving off. “You were wrong. On a lot of things.”


    Kenn saw Daryl fall into the shadows, staying even with Marc, and understood what hadn’t been said. Daryl, on the few occasions they’d seen fit to protect him, had been Kenn’s sniper. Safe Haven’s leader and XO were protected by the top teams. Angela and Marc were in control. It was his nightmare come true.


    Kenn stayed still, running it through the filters, trying to accept. It was just until Adrian recovered...


    When the Marine finally moved, it was to find a line of Eagles waiting.


    Kenn rolled his eyes. “I don’t need another intervention.”


    “That would be a pleasant change.” Angela came from behind him, looking tired and glorious under stress. Kenn hated her.


    “How was the trip?”


    Kenn grunted. “Make-work.”


    Angela stayed alert. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. Adrian thought it was best you were away when everything happened.”


    “Adrian?”


    Angela lit a cigarette, ignoring Kenn’s snide tone. She’d been awake for four hours and she was already beat. How did Adrian do this day-in and day-out? “Adrian made the calls on placement, though he made it clear I can change them if I’m unhappy.”


    Kenn snorted rudely. “You and asshole running it all–why would you protest?”


    “Because I need this camp to run even smoother than it did under Adrian, and the only way that happens is through you.”


    Kenn recognized a peace offering. He considered it. “You’ll bump Marc somewhere else? Somewhere below me?”


    “Yes.” Angela stared coolly. “Do I need to?”


    “If I say yes, what happens?”


    “You get the XO slot, Marc gets something a lot further down, and the camp and Eagles spend the rest of Adrian’s recovery making your life as miserable as they possibly can.”


    Kenn had known, but hearing it, being sure he had no choice, helped. “And if I say no?”


    “You stay on Adrian’s right through his recovery and top off a steady reform with bonus points.”


    “Meaning I’m forgiven?”


    Angela had bigger things to spar over. “For me? Yes. And that means for most of the Eagles, as well.”


    Kenn didn’t have to spend time thinking about it, but he still loathed the idea. Some days would be hard, but if he got to stay by Adrian, he would determine his own future.


    “Should I bump him?”


    “No.”


    Satisfied, Angela turned away without adding anything. A man’s pride was a tricky thing to replace. Destroying it was almost always lethal, but even wounds could be deadly. Kenn was willing to keep trying to change. So long as he was, the past might really be over for her.


    Angela gave a positive motion to the waiting Eagles. They disappeared.


    “Hey!”


    Angela didn’t face Kenn’s accusing tone. She knew what was coming.


    “Why didn’t I rate a constant shadow?”


    “Because you were always the threat.”
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    Lunchtime for Safe Haven found both sides of the QZ tape calm.


    Angela keyed her new mike. “I need the top people at the little mess.”


    There were garbled rogers. She keyed the mike again. “Five minutes.” Angela lit a cigarette, steadying herself.


    Kenn was first, striding briskly.


    She nodded her thanks as she took a steaming cup of tea from his hand. He’d clearly been expecting the call. Angela smoked and sipped, eager to see who would be next.


    Kyle rounded the corner of the medical tent. Neil showed up behind him. Jeremy and Doug appeared next. With her, it was first come, first to serve. If you didn’t know your place by now, odds were good that you didn’t have one.


    Angela went into the little mess. She leaned on an end of a table, too restless to sit. “You guys know who handles what and I feel no need to disrupt Adrian’s routines...yet. I’m going to tell you what I know has to be done. You’ll then tell me who handles each item and hit me with anything I missed.”


    Kenn took out his notebook, surveying the area. “Where’s the new XO?”


    Angela concentrated for an instant. She didn’t need as much time now to use her gifts. “Perimeter check. It makes him nervous to have all of us in one place now.”


    Neil nodded. “Same here.”


    Angela got them going. “The rain is first. Samantha says we’re in for a downpour over a couple days. Make whatever preparations Adrian normally has you do, but be low-key about it. The camp can’t know that we knew.”


    Neil raised a finger. “That’s mine.”


    Marc came through the flap and took the open seat on Angela’s right without a comment, but his face was tight.


    She kept rolling. “We’ll have to switch our parking area. Getting stuck in the mud isn’t a big deal until Adrian says let’s roll.”


    “I’ll take care of it.”


    She ignored Kenn’s flat tone. “We also need to move tents and animals. You and Neil will work together?”


    Both men agreed, neither as reluctantly as she might have expected. Kenn missing XO this time around had settled a lot of Neil’s remaining animosity.


    “Adrian’s pet projects are next. I know he has a lot of things going on. Someone needs to get me a list, with updates.”


    Kenn wrote it in his book.


    “Adrian needs things–his brown box, clothes that are loose, his poncho and boots. Also, the bottle in his bedroll, but when he wants a third shot, tell him no because of the medication mix.” Angela registered the calming atmosphere, but she was too busy settling into settling things down to figure out what it meant. “Schedules and shift changes will be handled daily for now. The watch stays doubled until Adrian says otherwise, and no one goes in or out without my say-so.”


    “I’ve got all that.” Marc’s tone dared anyone to argue.


    No one did.


    “I want entertainments set up, too, but not just anything. I need people well occupied. If he’s been saving something good, now’s the time to bring it out.”


    “Mine and Jax.” Jeremy wrote the notes.


    “The QZ needs two gophers and a burning crew. Tell Li Sing all hot meals for the next week.” Angela stubbed out her cig as she waited for them to catch up and sort the jobs, then she continued. “How are we on water and fuel?”


    “Low, but okay for roughly 200 miles and one camp stop of four days.” Kenn thumbed through his worn book for the information.


    “So we have two day’s reserves and four days stock on both?”


    “Maybe five, if we start rationing now.”


    “No. We’ll collect rainwater for cleaning and toilets. John will give numbers on how much bleach to use and what all can be done with the dirty water.” Angela switched topics. “Have there been any reports of lurkers or anything out of place from the teens on the gate or the guards?”


    Everyone indicated things were fine.


    She was relieved. She wasn’t sure how to handle it yet if the answer came back different. “What about the camp?”


    Neil shrugged. “Appears to be calm.”


    Clearly, none of them was sure. “We’ll need a confirmation on it. I want a complete weapons inventory in the next 48-hours and Samantha needs a basic aquaponics setup. She provided a list of the supplies to make our own.” Angela held it out.


    Jeremy didn’t protest when Neil took it.


    “What about the other kids inside the complex?” Kyle frowned. “The ones like Conner?”


    Kenn glanced at Angela. “They took off the second we escaped.”


    Neither of them said that would be how the government bunker found out what happened. They didn’t need to.


    “That’s it from me. What did I miss?”


    Kenn closed his book after making a final note. “Other than the ants, I’m good.”


    There was an impressed note to his voice that she didn’t put stock in. “Leave the ants for now. The rain will buy some time there. Anything else?”


    No one spoke. She looked around. “Surely I missed something?”


    “Not that I noticed.” Marc didn’t soften his sharp tone. “You’ll be almost as good at this as Adrian is.” He walked out into the stiff breeze, leaving an uncomfortable silence.


    “He’s checking the perimeter again.” Angela was keeping track of his thoughts now. “We’ll wait.”


    Marc wasn’t gone long. No one missed the note of accusation as he spoke.


    “Dale’s moving this way with enough panic on his face to draw attention. People are already peering from flaps and tables.”


    Angela sighed. She had missed something. She’d assumed Marc had taken care of the final threat, but it was clear there’d been another.


    Angela glanced at Kenn first.


    Kenn knew who the problem was. “The odds were low on it. I should have said it might happen.”


    “We’ll handle it like Adrian would.”


    Kenn’s eyes went to Kyle’s frown and then Marc’s thickening glare. “Some of us can.”


    Angela took another leap into the role she’d been given. “Negotiation attempt?”


    “Maybe.” Kenn shrugged as Dale ducked into the little mess, voice almost a squeal.


    “I can’t find Ray and I’ve been searching for hours. He was shot. He’s supposed to be resting!”


    Neil hurried over to quiet him.


    “Two-man Recon team?” Angela was still looking at Kenn.


    In his mind, the words were different.


    Take Marc and show him what’s expected of Safe Haven’s XO.


    Kenn hadn’t been ready, but he covered it well. “I think that’s best. Unless you want to let Marc loose on them.”


    Angela caught the question–Should I make him do it? She didn’t answer.


    Marc scowled. “How many fucking walking plagues did you guys bring back from that city?”


    Angela grunted. “Too many.”


    “Where is he?!” Dale demanded from around Neil’s arm.


    Kenn was waiting for Angela’s final choice, but Marc didn’t. He knew what had to be done–the same thing it always came to. More blood had to spill. “Let’s go. Fill me in while we travel.”


    Kenn slowly rose, giving Angela time to say no. When she didn’t, his respect for her went up. Kenn rotated back before reaching the flap. “If he balks?”


    Marc spun around, snorting out anger, but Angela and Kenn agreed on this. She would be surprised if Marc could handle the chore. It would take an asshole. “Then you do it.”


    Kenn accepted the direct order without any reaction, but inside, there was a small cry from the old Kenn. He didn’t like taking her orders and that wouldn’t ever change.


    They left as Neil took Dale out of earshot for a private talk.


    “Quarantine Dale.” Angela looked at Kevin. “Do it now.”


    Kevin didn’t like the idea, but he understood why. He approached Neil and Dale, quickly coming up with a story. “Dale, come on over to the next tent. We want John to check you out. If someone got Ray by drugging his food or water, you were probably hit with it too.”


    Dale didn’t protest. He didn’t think it was anything other than what he’d been told. He left with Kevin, allowing himself to be comforted.


    Angela turned to the remaining senior men. “I want a full camp check in, the QZ shut, and our perimeter shrunk by half. Make it happen.”
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    “Tell me–all of it.”


    “It will be easier to show you.” They’d found the prints outside Ray’s tent easily enough and followed them to a small town neither of them could find on their maps. With two streets and roughly a dozen buildings, it wasn’t hard to pick out Ray’s Eagle jacket hanging from a rope on the rusty flagpole. It bothered them both to know this threat was camped so close to Safe Haven.


    “Be ready with your rifle, and if you find you can’t pull the trigger, make sure I stay alive to do it.”


    Marc hated not knowing, hated it that Angie thought he wouldn’t get the job done. “Just tell me what’s going on. Why is his jacket up there, but no ransom call or security?”


    “They think we owe them this. When they’re done with him, he might have been returned. But our new boss doesn’t want a peaceful ending.”


    Marc wasn’t sure how to take that. “Done with him, how?”


    Kenn shuddered. Cara being dead was little comfort. “Just cover me as well as you would her or I won’t make it back to Safe Haven. And while I may not be missed, Ray will.”


    Marc blew off the warnings. He didn’t intend to be responsible for Kenn’s death, directly or not. Someone else held that place of danger now.


    Before Marc could ask anything else, Kenn left their cover for full view, hands up.


    Marc swore under his breath as he ducked down and got set to fire, frustrated that he still didn’t know who the target was.


    The 100 snake women streamed from inside and behind the buildings of the town, all with various weapons. Kenn was encouraged that none of them were being fired or thrown yet. “Coming in! Get your leader.”


    A tall woman wearing bright orange scales sewn over a long trench coat walked from the town hall and down the walkway.


    Kenn saw her protection moving closer and began planning the ways to take them out by himself. He was assuming Marc had frozen. A woman killer, Marc wasn’t.


    “Why are you here?”


    Kenn blinked at the heavy English accent. “To collect what’s been taken, of course.”


    The woman’s expression said that wasn’t allowed. “Your friend will be returned when he has satisfied the debt.”


    “I can’t allow that. He belongs to someone else and they’ve paid well for his return. Unless you’d like to make a better offer?”


    The woman’s protection crowded closer, but she didn’t flinch. “What did you have in mind?”


    Kenn slowly pointed toward the jacket flapping harshly in the wind. “You return him and that, now, and we won’t kill all of you.” Kenn didn’t give them time to think. “When I go for my gun, the rest of his team, and mine, will open fire. I might be hit. Ray could be killed in the crossfire, but I promise 2/3rds of you won’t walk away. Being female means shit to us now.”


    “You will belong to me.” Tiffany leered.  “Take him inside.”


    Kenn made a subtle gesture to Marc and allowed himself to be taken into custody. “Remember what I said, ladies. When I go for my gun, 70 of you will die.”
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    Marc recognized the heavily used ploy from their time as Marines, but he wasn’t sure he could go through with it. Now that he understood, he was reluctantly forced to accept that Angie might have been right. He wasn’t okay with killing women.


    But Angela would expect all three of her Eagles to return, and that meant covering Kenn when he came out with Ray over his shoulder. Or just going in after them, like the motion had demanded. How could he do that without killing?


    You can’t, his demon replied brutally. But I can. If these women are allowed to roam free, they’ll become as dangerous as any group of men.


    Marc wanted to protest, but he couldn’t. There was no arguing with the truth. “Okay. But you’ll have to help me.”


    I take no pleasure in killing. Sex makes no never mind to the color of blood. It all tastes the same and it’s always required. You know that.


    “Yes, I do.” Marc adjusted his scope to the main door that had swallowed Kenn. He thought briefly about calling camp for reinforcements, but he realized Angela hadn’t wanted anyone else involved.


    “Also means these women are dangerous.” He was still convincing himself. “If they weren’t, she might have sent a team as a training mission.”


    He wasn’t sure why he thought that, only the similarities he was noticing. She’d picked up Adrian’s style quickly, but Marc was already noting subtle differences, and he was sure the other alert-minded Eagles were too. He suddenly had no doubt that Angie had her own agenda to accomplish before giving up control. And I don’t want to know what it is.
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    Kenn let the women search him for weapons, take what they found, and lead him into the area where they had several couches and desks placed along the walls. Except for Ray’s slumped form in the corner, the rest of the room was empty.


    “Don’t get comfortable. We leave in an hour.”


    Kenn settled onto the side of the longest couch, aware of how the woman’s needy gaze lingered on his body instead of his face. “Where you headed?”


    Tiffany frowned. “We, my pet, are going west.”


    Kenn shrugged evenly. “Your funerals. It’s dead there.”


    “Why did you come? We would have returned him.”


    Kenn lay back, putting his hands under his neck. He hadn’t been on real furniture since the war and it felt better than he remembered. “We have a new leader. She wants him returned now.”


    The woman was startled, giving away how interested she was.


    Kenn grinned. “She’s a lot like you, but she has an army of lethal killers at her disposal. I would return her property. It’s not too late. We don’t have to be enemies.”


    Tiffany was starting to get the same uneasy feeling that she’d had in Little Rock. She suddenly wished they’d kept going, but the lure of healthy men to impregnate their females had been impossible to resist. The vote to try had been unanimous. The expected sterility from the experiments had finally appeared and it was brutal. “Our kind has been hunted for a long time and we always survive. We’ll take our chances.”


    “And Angela will take your lives.” Kenn waited for an answer. He finally looked over to find the snake woman had left the room. What the hell? He still wasn’t used to quiet females.


    Kenn got up and went over to Ray, not sure if he was alive. “You okay?”


    Ray glanced up, bruised face thick with misery. “No.”


    Startled at the immediate answer, Kenn checked him visually for other signs of abuse, but he only found red cheeks over pale skin. “What’s the problem?”


    Ray’s lip quivered. “I’m not really an Eagle, am I?”


    Kenn let out an annoyed breath. “Not now, okay? I can only be so nice and then people get hurt.”


    Ray took that as an answer, shoulders slumping. “I always knew, anyway. He said I may never get what I wanted, no matter how hard I tried. He was right.”


    Kenn settled into the chair across from Ray, glad the man’s arm was still bandaged, though dirty. “Don’t know how you figure that. You have a set place that you’ve earned. Wasn’t it what you wanted?”


    “I wanted to be accepted!” Ray snapped. “And for Dale to be accepted. That can’t happen now.”


    Kenn began to realize the women had already abused Ray and he was feeling guilty for betraying his lover. “Just don’t tell him, Ray. That’s all you have to do. It’s okay.”


    Ray peered up with eyes glimmering. “No, it’s not, you idiot. I couldn’t do it. I failed. I’m not worthy!”


    Kenn was shocked. “Even with the pill?”


    “I got sick.”


    Kenn snorted ruefully. “Wish I had. Then maybe I could get that sound out of my brain…”


    Ray had expected scorn. “They would have gone away.”


    Kenn didn’t like Ray beating himself up, but he wasn’t sure what to make of that. He chose to examine it later. “No. If you’d serviced them, they’d have known it would work and taken more of us next time, then kept returning for raids. Not being able to perform goes in Safe Haven’s favor.”


    Ray hadn’t considered that, but it wasn’t enough to relieve him of the failure. “I’ll hand in my jacket.”


    “You’ll have to get it back from the women first.” Kenn frowned. “I think it’s their totem or something.”


    “Still hanging from the flagpole?”


    “Just flapping there in a direct violation of Adrian’s rules. Made us want to open fire.”


    That remark got more of Ray’s attention. It began to pull him out of his misery. “Who’s out there?”


    Kenn didn’t care if they were overheard. It wouldn’t matter. “Just Marc.”


    Ray paled. He knew what that meant. “She’s willing to spill blood to get me back?”


    “Yes. Did you doubt it?”


    “I expected to fight my way out when I realized I couldn’t do what they wanted.”


    Kenn slowly stood up, hearing footsteps. “That may still be required. You feel up to it?”


    Ray’s voice was full of depression. “I feel like dying.”


    Kenn slung an arm around Ray’s strong shoulders, careful of the injury. “Then you’re gonna hate what I’m about to do, but if you don’t play along, I will hurt you.”


    Kenn tightened his grip until Ray winced. He dragged them up and around to be facing the women as they came in.


    Finding the two men so close, with Ray clutching at Kenn, sent scowls across female faces.


    “I told you!”


    “Kill them both!”


    “Wait.”


    Kenn tugged Ray closer, pretending an affection that was more than friendship. “We’re ready to go home now, ladies. We can’t give you what you need. None of the men in our camp can.”


    The females remembered Kenn and Kevin had been able to, but before they could protest the lie, Kenn glanced at Ray.


    Ray felt that spark, the heat that usually told him Dale was close, and blanched. He didn’t want to feel an attraction for Kenn, for any reason, but it was too late. That golden flow of magic swarmed over him. Ray was helpless but to respond.


    He dropped his head in shame. He liked to be in control in his relationships, but the best sex he’d ever had was before the war, with a powerful man who hadn’t been afraid to handle him.


    “Enough!” Tiffany gestured angrily. “When the drugs take effect, both of you will give us service.”


    Kenn dropped his arm, but kept his big body pressed against Ray’s hip. “Okay.”


    Tiffany stared in surprise at the quick agreement. “What?”


    Kenn got set. “We will provide you a service.”


    Tiffany’s scale covered face relaxed a bit. “Good. Okay, then. We’ll bring you a pill.”


    As soon as they were gone, Kenn nudged Ray toward the unbarred window. “Stay low.”


    Kenn shoved Ray through the screen, not listening to him land. If he didn’t get out of here, he might puke.


     


    Marc saw Ray hit the ground and quickly waved him toward the sparse trees, out of the way. Seconds later, female shouts came and Marc knew the time for choosing had come and gone. He was here. He would protect his teammate.


    Kenn’s big frame didn’t appear in the window, but the women running after Ray stopped as soon as Marc began to pepper their feet with shots.


    Marc aimed and fired, reloaded. Where is Kenn?


    Ray made it to Marc’s side a few seconds later, panting, “He’s still…in there.”


    Marc motioned him to get down, and then stood up. He could see someone struggling in the lobby behind the door.


    Marc came from his hiding place with a Colt in each hand.
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    “Let him go. Now!”


    Marc’s angry voice outside the main door made Kenn freeze. “You got him to come out. Holy shit, lady. You’re all dead now.”


    Tiffany slapped him. “Shut up!”


    Kenn growled. The sound was menacing.


    She quickly retreated.


    “I’m counting to three…” Marc’s warning was followed by a blurred count and then all hell broke loose.


    Bullets slammed into the wooden door, causing women to duck and Kenn to hit the floor.


    Marc used a sharp kick to take out the door. His voice was set in stone. “Surrender or die.”


    Tiffany raised her gun.


    Marc shot her in the throat.


    He looked around with a deep glower of resentment as she slid to the dusty floor. “Next?”


    There was silence and stillness for the space of five seconds, a space in time where only one life would have been taken. Then the woman behind the door lifted her gun to Marc’s chest and fired.


    Grunting with pain and effort, Ray shoved Marc out of the way and took a trim.


    Marc spun off the wall and let the demon loose.


    Kenn grabbed Ray and shoved him down. That Ray had returned to help wasn’t surprising. When he grabbed a fallen gun and began firing left-handed to cover Marc, that was.


    Bang! Bang!


    Those Colts snapped out death and punishment with each sharp bark.


    Kenn herded Ray outside. No need to draw Marc’s fire.


    Ray followed Kenn’s lead and didn’t get involved any further in the one-sided fight. These weak women were no match, but they were realizing it too late.


    Marc picked them off before they could get under cover. Their horses were long gone in the chaos, cutting off a fast escape. He didn’t pause, even when they ran in terror. He took out anything that moved. The demon was in charge of his guns and it had no mercy.


    Kenn listened to the crashing with growing worry. Would Angela be pissed that he’d forced that side of Marc into the light? He’d thought to be the one out there doing the killing. He honestly hadn’t thought it would work. Too late now.


    Kenn waved Ray toward camp. “Stay low and go straight to Angela. Tell her there was a small gunfight, then they let us go and left. If you don’t, Marc will know.”


    Ray paled, hearing the screams as Marc massacred the remaining women. They’d refused to leave or surrender, and they’d probably intended to take him and Kenn when they fled, but did it justify this?


    Kenn wasn’t thinking that, but he was considering how important Marc was to the camp. If Marc lost that edge, the good man inside, it would hurt Adrian’s dream.


    Kenn reluctantly stood up and interfered. “Marc! She’s calling us!”


    Kenn was relieved when Marc calmly reloaded and slid his smoking Colts into their holsters. The few wounded around him didn’t even cower in pain as he strode by, desperate to escape his notice.


    Kenn did a rough count and came up with 40. Another dozen lay inside. The rough estimate he’d stated had come close.


    “I warned them.” He saw Ray had stopped just out of sight. “They should have listened.”


    Marc walked by Kenn like nothing was amiss, but the Marine knew better than to trust the pretense. “Hang on. We have to burn this–all of it.”


    Marc was in the fog of bloodlust, barely able to think. “Burn what?”


    “The bodies, the town–all of it.”


    Marc’s haze slowly began to clear. He took stock of the carnage and gave a curt agreement. “I’ll gather. You find the necessaries.”


    Kenn didn’t argue. They’d done this once in Afghanistan, though those bodies had all been male, and he knew Marc would do things exactly as they had then. They would cover up the mess and Marc would bury the memory. Angela, a woman, wouldn’t want details. She would only want to know it had been accomplished.


    Marc listened to Kenn’s steps fade, and then forced himself to face what he’d done. He expected overwhelming regret and pain, but there was only cold, hard satisfaction as he viewed the carnage.


    “This is your doing!”


    There was no answer from the voice inside. Of course, the evil part of him had done this. The good Marc wouldn’t have been able to fire more than the first few shots, but that inner man was tired of letting dangerous threats live. In time, these women would have terrorized every area they traversed. Slave traders weren’t the only ones who deserved to die, and Marc was finally at a point in the aftermath that he no longer put right and wrong first.


    The remaining women had fled the instant his attention had been distracted by Kenn. Marc gathered their fallen guns and ammunition, and other valuables as he dragged their bodies to the stairs of the town hall. All those arson scenes he’d witnessed on the way here no longer appeared so mysterious to him now.


    And the soul? Marc questioned himself ruthlessly, needing to get it out before he saw Angela.


    It’s bruised, but intact. It cannot be crushed by doing the only thing you can to protect those you love.


    Marc didn’t agree, but he’d given up his afterlife long before the war. All he wanted now was to be with Angie until he died. Who cares what happens after I’m split from her?
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    Within an hour of finding Ray, the entire town was engulfed in a blaze that even the old world would have been hard pressed to save from the wind-driven flames. No one else would know what had happened.


    Ray was waiting on the edges of the camp, out of sight and hearing, but in view of tent tops.


    Kenn instantly understood why Ray was lurking. “You’re no actor, are you?”


    Snapped out of his pain, Ray stiffened. “Fuck you.”


    “That’s your need, not mine.” Kenn sneered, still pissed. He’d known Ray would respond to his pull, but to feel it! Wasn’t Cara’s memory enough?


    Ray stared in confused longing, waiting to be told what to do.


    Marc barked out a hard laugh. “Go tell her exactly what you were told, and then go to Dale.”


    Ray paled further.


    Kenn snorted. “She’ll know everything if we send him in.”


    “She needs to! She thinks I’m not like the rest of you. It’s time she knew better.”


    “You’d hurt her that way?” Ray was shocked.


    Marc paused. “Hurt her, how?”


    Ray scowled. “She worships you. Even I know that. She’ll be crushed.”


    Marc’s feet moved again. “Maybe she needs to be.”


    Kenn didn’t swing Marc around by his arm like he was tempted to do. He no longer had a death wish.


    It was Ray who jumped in front of Marc, voice hard. “No.”


    Marc shoved Ray aside and was surprised to find himself on the ground, looking up.


    Ray planted his feet, ready to protect himself as best he could. “I’m the one who failed, who made you have to do all that. You take it out on me and leave her alone! She’s got enough to handle.”


    Marc stared stupidly, fighting the rage. Ray is defending this? It snapped Marc out of the haze. He slowly stood up.


    Ray immediately flinched back from him.


    Kenn wanted Marc to go over the edge, but he also wanted Adrian’s dreams intact. “I agree with Ray.”


    Marc detoured around them. “I’m not lying to her!”


    “Again, you mean?”


    Ray’s words made Marc spin on his heel. “What’s that?”


    Ray paled further, but made himself speak. “Dale’s been helping the vet. He told me about Dog.”


    Marc winced.


    Kenn took note. When Marc didn’t argue, Kenn vowed to find out every detail of that story.


    Marc once again headed for camp, but his stride was no longer as angry or determined. Dale knew. Ray and Kenn knew. How long before Angie does?


    Ray and Kenn were both relieved when he went toward the main camp instead of the QZ.


    “Will he be okay?”


    “If he keeps his mouth shut. If she finds out he’s lying to her?” Kenn shrugged. “Not a chance he’ll come through it alive.”


    Ray snorted. “She wouldn’t kill Marc.”


    Kenn got them moving. “When she’s finished, it will feel like she did. You take care of Dale. I’ll handle our new leader until Marc’s ready to.”


    Ray didn’t like turning it over to Kenn, but Marc clearly wasn’t able. “Be careful. She sees so much now!”


    Kenn grunted. “Not if you give her something else to inspect. It’s all about distraction. You have to know which bomb to put in her path first.”


    Ray didn’t think it would work for long, but if it bought them a little time, that was good enough. Angela couldn’t find out her man had massacred an entire group of females by himself. She’d never view him the same and everything would suffer for it.
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    “She got a minute?”


    Kevin saw Marc stalking toward the showers as Ray vanished into the QZ tent where Dale was snoozing. John’s sedative would be wearing off about now. It was perfect timing.


    Kevin reluctantly waved Kenn in.


    Kenn ducked into the tent after a quick tap.


    Angela glanced up from the notebook page as Kenn dropped the flap. “It’s done?”


    Kenn was startled by how much she sounded like Adrian. “Yeah, it’s over. No more problems there.”


    Angela looked down. “That won’t keep me out. What happened to the rage that blocked me for so long?”


    Kenn blinked, blurry teenage concerns crumbling under her prying. He’d never felt anything as strong as her mental fingers opening the doors in his mind.


    Angela waited for him to resist, ready to hurt him to know the truth, but he only grunted unhappily. “You won’t like it.”


    “I don’t expect to. Would you rather tell me?”


    “No.”


    If he tried to explain, it would come out wrong. Better that she got to view the danger they’d been in–that Safe Haven would have eventually been in.


    Angela read it as deeply as she needed to, but in her heart, she’d already known who had spilled blood. Marc’s Colts were impossible to mistake once they began to crash.


    Kenn felt her withdraw from his mind and was relieved. He once again had secrets she wasn’t allowed to know.


    Angela picked up the thought and immediately got angry. “Don’t cross me.”


    Kenn answered carefully, feeling the chill. “Not unless Adrian tells me to.”


    Angela had to be satisfied with that. She didn’t want to ruin Kenn by breaking him down to discover what he was hiding. It would be ugly.


    Kenn caught the top sentence of the page she was on–Lying is not only wrong, it’s absolutely necessary. Without lying, a leader will never be able to control his flock–and quickly looked away. He didn’t remember all of the instructions and lessons he’d read while Adrian was handling the slavers, but that one, he did. It had made him feel better because that was how he already lived his life. For Angela, it had to be difficult.


    “She’s the one remaining Eagle who might hesitate to pull the trigger, to kill.”


    Marc’s words had been laced with contempt. Kenn now recognized the remark for what it was. Marc had a conscience that was crying.


    Angela asked herself if it mattered beyond what she’d already considered, and found silence. She wasn’t sure. The thought of trying to see Marc that way was frightening. Even the images she’d seen felt like a dream. That couldn’t have been her Marc. “I’m good. Get some rest before your shift.”


    Kenn heard the dismissal and left the tent before she changed her mind and tried to get further into his.


    Angela listened to the witch cackle, confused and sad. She’d sent them out to kill and they had. She bore the sin of this, not Marc.


    Once that sank in, Angela felt better. She tugged her jacket over that unused wrist blade. It had never felt heavier than when she stepped outside and found Marc coming from the shower.


    Their eyes locked across the camp.


    Marc read the resigned understanding, but he didn’t want it. He did need her to keep seeing him as the good guy. It was the only advantage he still held over Adrian.


    Angela saw the shadow on his face, the wall he didn’t want her to get through either, and slowly accepted it. If that was how he wanted things, the camp would be led to assume Kenn had handled things.


    Marc wasn’t relieved when she didn’t call him on it. She knew too much. Nothing had gone right today.


    Marc spotted Dale and the vet fawning over Ray, and amended his thought. Something had gone in his favor, though he hadn’t recognized it at the time. Ray was in his debt and that was always useful.


    The Eagles knew what had happened without Kenn’s quiet words. They all expected to feel less for Marc–less trust, less respect–but when he joined them on duty, they found acceptance and a bit of sadness. Another camp idol had proved he was capable of something awful. They would be stronger for it.


    Kenn observed the anticlimactic attitude in shock. If that had been him, they would be glad of it, but the coolness would have returned until he did something big again. The difference in how the Eagles treated him and Marc was astounding on every level.


    Kenn took up his post, mind spinning through the moments he’d had that compared to Marc’s. Why wasn’t I accepted as easily?


    Angela waited until Kenn was out of sight, and then went to a man she hadn’t spoken with in a while. When she opened her mouth, he beat her to the punch.


    “Would you like a recon for survivors?”


    Angela stared at Seth. “Yes, I would. Your team.”


    Seth gestured to the shadows waiting nearby. His men needed a mission and he needed time away from Becky’s pain. Upon hearing and observing, Seth had been set to volunteer. He suspected Angela had heard the silent request.


    “Leave in an hour?” Seth wondered what Becky’s response would be. She didn’t like being away from him, but Seth was able to recognize this as an opportunity. She claimed she was doing fine, but he wasn’t sure he should believe her. This would prove it.


    Angela grimaced slightly.


    Seth understood. “Half that and home by daylight.”


    “Yes.” Angela left before she could change the order. She wasn’t sure what she would do if any of the snake women actually wanted to take shelter with them, but she’d figure something out. Leaving them in the wilderness to die simply wasn’t in her nature.


    But killing now is...


    Angela ignored the witch. Threats were to be handled first. Compassion had to come after. And Marc had made the final choice. If the women hadn’t been threats, they would still be alive.
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    An hour before evening mess, Angela was sitting with Adrian and Conner. The boy appeared weak. John was being careful about collecting the blood for Adrian’s surgery. Angela planned to help him tonight, but this long after the initial injury, he would still require surgery first to remove as much of the infection as they could reach. In 24-hours, it had grown too strong for the witch to handle alone. His wound was riddled with poison.


    “It might not work, right?”


    Angela glanced up, a bit startled. She’d forgotten for a moment that Conner was like her and Charlie.


    “I’m not.” Conner shrugged. “But we can go through that later. Tell me why you’re so worried even though you can bring the dead back.”


    “No one can do that. I heal.”


    Conner didn’t understand the limits, but he’d always wanted to. It was something he’d never been allowed to question or even discuss outside of the labs. “Why won’t it be enough?”


    Angela sighed. “I can heal injuries, like from a wreck or a gunshot, but Adrian’s wound is infected. There’s nothing to heal, just a foreign body to be killed. I don’t have that power.”


    Conner fired off another version of the same question when he didn’t understand. “Why doesn’t your magic make him as good as new?”


    “It does for the injury, just not what came after. I can’t find and destroy. I can increase health to help them fight on their own.”


    “It’s killing, boy.” Adrian groaned at the pain. “Women aren’t supposed to be killers.”


    “It’s against their nature?” Conner’s rebellious tone was gone. His concern that he might lose both parents had taken center stage.


    “You don’t have that limit?” Angela guessed, when Adrian didn’t answer. She discarded the next idea as soon as it came. Conner was in no shape to be lending his dad anything except emotional support and a pint of blood.


    Adrian’s hazy gaze swung to Angela. “Is it ready?”


    “Yes. In half an hour, we’ll wheel you to the little mess. You’ll get a tray and come right back here for John to get you prepped.”


    His lids shut, and then suddenly popped back open. “Code Raven?”


    Angela nodded, not smiling at all. “They’re doing what you want and so am I.”


    Adrian tried to say something else, but the darkness pulled him under before he could.


    Conner and Angela exchanged concerned glances that might have been followed by hopeful lies meant to bolster flagging spirits in the old world. Now, they accepted that he might die. They would do everything that they could, but in the end, it was up to fate.


    Lingering near the flap, Kenn caught her attention as she came outside. “I have a suggestion.”


    Angela waved Kevin back when he would have come over with the next list of to-dos.


    Kenn kept his voice low. “Call a security meeting and get a list of options.”


    Angela was running through what to say and how to handle the unique challenges the most common ideas would bring. It pleased her to be ahead of Kenn, but she had Adrian’s notebooks to thank. She might not have thought of it on her own.


    Kenn took her silence as a bad sign. “Just a thought.”


    “Tell them after the camp’s settled for the night. You decide who I should hear from.”


    Surprised, Kenn started to add more and held himself in check. Pushing her would get them nowhere. “Okay.”


    Angela watched him leave, not exactly suspicious, but wondering if she should be.


    Kevin came to her side, mouth opening.


    Angela held up a finger. “Wait.”


    Face reddening, Kevin stood there, realizing he’d been about to interrupt something she was working on. I’m not sure if I like this job.
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    “Where is he?”


    “Rear of his new truck with that laptop–same as the last two days.” Billy pointed toward the parking area, ignoring the dull throb in his leg. He was off the crutches now, but the leg wasn’t fully healed.


    Samantha went that way without responding to the accusing note. She’d heard it too many times to be swayed. Jeremy knew about her and Neil, but he was burying it, giving himself space. He didn’t really need her...yet.


    Sam waved her shadows away as she neared the new truck. To replace the Jeepster, he’d chosen an old blue Ford with rust spots. It would be boring to destroy.


    Jeremy didn’t look up from the keyboard. “I’m fine. You already know that. You’ve done your duty, and I’m busy.”


    Samantha didn’t acknowledge the dismissal as she slid onto the tailgate. Instead, she studied him to determine how much damage she’d done, and how much more he could take.


    Jeremy ignored her. He wasn’t going to be drawn into it anymore. I don’t need her.


    Samantha picked out subtle changes, like his new haircut and shoes, but the things that concerned her were less obvious–like the way he was drawing away from camp life and his team again, his determination to break the internet code, and the way he’d doubled his time in the workout tent yesterday and this morning. It all said he was having trouble. The wisest thing to do was leave him alone, but the camp and Eagles wouldn’t allow that. The next best thing was to finish what she’d started. It was time to claim him.


    Jeremy didn’t stop typing, but he was distracted at Samantha’s continued silence. He didn’t want to talk to her. He didn’t want to face himself when she finally worked up the courage to ask the only question that really mattered to her. The answer would scar him. He would never be the same.


    Samantha let the peaceful night wash away some of her tension. She loved being outside. She adored nature, and she understood why they were under attack from that entity–they deserved it. She just didn’t know what to do about it. Despite all the trouble that sometimes came, Samantha liked her life now. If not for the loneliness at the onset of dusk, it would almost be perfect.


    “Are you here because I’m safe...and boringly dependable?”


    She didn’t answer.


    Jeremy didn’t repeat the question.


    Samantha refused to let the voice of guilt kill her good mood. “Should I go?”


    Very distracted, Jeremy paused. A tense silence fell in place of the keys clicking.


    “Do my feelings even matter to you?” he finally asked.


    Samantha winced at the mild verbal slap. “Yes.”


    “Then how can you do this?”


    She didn’t have an answer that he would understand. “It’s complicated.”


    Jeremy grunted. “You can’t settle down, but that’s all either of us want. Not so complicated–just hard to accept.” He snapped the lid closed on the laptop and peered over to find her lids closed and shiny blonde curls blowing in the breeze.


    Samantha didn’t censor her annoyance. “From where I sit, you’re both expecting way too much from someone you’ve only known for a few months. You guys may be sure I’m the one who fits your forever dream, but neither of you fit mine that way. Until you do, friends and lovers is all I can give.” She lay on the truck bed. “And frankly, it’s tiresome to keep saying that. Why don’t you just type and I’ll snooze in the breeze? We don’t have to talk.”


    Jeremy started to send a stronger blow, but found he didn’t have the heart for it. She was right to want a match that suited her, but did she have to be so cruel about it?


    “I have a shift or something.” He was unable to look away from her blowing curls. He wanted them tangled around his fingers and wild, dripping sweat.


    “Go on, then.” Samantha waved. “Call my shadows back first or Seth won’t let me out again for a week.”


    The thought of Samantha being in danger kept him sitting by her. That, and those curls. The kiss had been hot, but the sensation of silken hair against his skin–any of it–was one that could send him into a daze of need.


    Samantha felt his hot stare, but she wasn’t ready to take things much further with him yet. While she had no moral issues with having more than one partner, she didn’t intend to slide into Jeremy’s bed just because he wanted it. She had to need it, too, and right now, the magic of Neil’s touch was still keeping her demons at bay. When it wore off, she’d find this laptop-toting genius and either break through his wall or end their friendship completely. The odds were 50/50.


    Jeremy set the laptop aside, but he didn’t leave. He stared at her for a long time, trying to find a solution, when all he wanted at that moment was to be close to her. The thought of her with Neil was a stinging wound, but a few minutes spent in her arms–with no talking–sounded right. Jeremy was ashamed of it.


    Samantha slowly rolled onto her side, away from him.


    Jeremy scowled at the attempt to draw him closer. The sight of her from this angle was incredible. “That is so unfair!”


    Samantha was tired. She didn’t waste any more quiet time trying to convince him. She allowed her mind to slow as she shifted her arm under her neck. “I need to be up in an hour.” A bit uncomfortable, she quickly began to fade into a doze.


    Jeremy tried to resist the feeling of manly protective pride at having her on his truck bed, vulnerable enough to sleep. It showed that she felt safe here, even when she knew he was upset with her. It also said Neil wasn’t enough or she would have done her duty check and left. Instead, she would sleep here, dream here, and he’d want to be with her even then.


    Jeremy also hated himself for that. He didn’t want another competition with Neil. Neither of them could win. They could only be hurt by it and spread that disorder.


    He also welcomed it a bit. Even the war hadn’t shaken him from the guilt over his fiancé’s death, but Samantha and her cornflower blue eyes had been able to accomplish that.


    Samantha shifted, clearly uncomfortable on the truck’s hard bed.


    Jeremy glowered. “Damn you.”


    Samantha adjusted again, this time to sleepily sweep her hair over one shoulder. It bared her neck and cleared the place behind her. If he wanted it.


    Jeremy recognized the request and couldn’t refuse. It was where he longed to be and at this moment, an hour was longer than 60 minutes.


    Jeremy didn’t climb in carefully to keep from spooking her or even out of respect. He took his time–determined to steal every sensation that he could. He sensed instinctively that sharing sleep with someone like Samantha might be more than just a nap.


    “Power rubs off.”


    Jeremy heard Angela’s words again, but instead of bringing up the wall that she was teaching them, Jeremy consciously tried to drop his mental defenses. He wanted to go where Samantha did. He wanted to explore her dreams so he could make them a reality.


    Samantha allowed his arm under her neck to provide a sexy cushion. His big body pressed tightly to hers, other hand coming to her hip to pull her closer. Sam moaned in pleasure. “Nice.”


    Jeremy tightened his grip in response. The wind blew her silken curl over his arm and cheek, and the Eagle faced the truth. She hadn’t asked him yet, but there was no point in denying it to himself until she did. It didn’t matter. Samantha could sleep with every man in this camp and he would still want her.


    No longer fighting himself, Jeremy’s mind clicked out of the high gear it had been running in since seeing those entwined shadows on the tent wall. Sighing in miserable happiness, he let himself drift and enjoy holding her openly. He and Neil were officially sharing Samantha.


    Jeremy’s last thought was to wonder how Neil would take the news. After a night with her, the trooper had likely assumed they were now a couple, that her desire for other men was over. This would tell him otherwise.
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    “Everyone ready to put on a good show?” Angela opened the flap without waiting for any of their halfhearted responses.


    Kyle followed her with the wheelchair as Kevin held the flap.


    “We’ll get his pants and boots on, you’ll help him stand, and I’ll wrap him up tight.” She waved. “Let’s do it.”


    Daryl waited by the flap as they worked. He was firmly on Kyle’s right now, but he still hadn’t managed to make the connection with their team that an XO needed. Everyone still missed Cris, himself included. As a result, Daryl was putting in the extra effort to stay close to his team leader. That meant helping with all the undercover work the mobster did for the chain of command. It was exhausting.


    Angela unhooked Adrian from the IV, then injected a small amount of morphine into the tube. Almost immediately, the deep lines of pain running across his forehead eased. His knuckles were still white from their grip on the sheet though, and they stayed that way as Kyle put on his pants and boots. When they lifted him to pull Kenn’s loose jeans over his hips, a small moan of agony escaped his lips, but it was the only sound he made.


    They put arms under him while Angela slid the bed over and then Adrian was on his feet. His face was pale as he steadied himself, clearly not in control. It was scary how different he was.


    “Ready?”


    Adrian braced himself as much as the drugs would allow, floating in a world of hurtful instinct. “Do it.”


    He stood with an arm around each man’s shoulders. They leaned out of the way as Angela gently taped two flat, hard pillows to Adrian’s stomach and hip. A minute later, they put the shirt on him and buttoned it.


    Angela placed three pills into the front pocket of the shirt. “You’ve already had the equivalent of one. Try to save these for when we bring you back and do surgery prep.”


    Adrian let Kenn and Kyle help him into the padded wheelchair, but his attention stayed on Angela. “What else do you have for me?”


    She held up a capped syringe. “An energy booster. It won’t last but 10 minutes, so don’t linger.”


    Adrian slowly captured a pill.


    Angela slid an opened can of Coke in his hand. “Push him to the flap. Let him hear what he’s about to face.”


    Nearly every member of the camp was outside the caution tape. They were staring at the tent with needy, worried expressions that begged Adrian to come out and tell them where to sit and stand.


    Adrian listened to snatches of the conversations that he could hear. Concern, prayers, hopeful murmurs echoed. My people! “They’re going to cross the tape when we go out.” Adrian braced for it. “Let them.”


    Angela could tell from his steady tone that his body had finally taken notice of the medication and was reacting accordingly. “Ready?”


    “No, but do it anyway.”


    She quickly injected him with the syringe. A few seconds later, they were outside, in view. A loud cheer split the air.


    “Adrian!”


    “It’s Adrian!”


    “Yeah!”


    Adrian gave a slow, carefree salute. “Take me to them.”


    The crowd broke the tape as they surged forward and then Adrian was surrounded by his followers. He didn’t flinch from pats on the shoulder and he shook every hand put out to him.


    “You okay?”


    “You need anything?”


    “I’m fine. They’re taking care of me so well that I’m almost ready to be alone again.”


    “What about your hip?”


    “Yeah! How bad is it?”


    “Can you walk?”


    Adrian blew out a breath that looked like mild annoyance to the crowd, and pain to Angela and the Eagles.


    “The hip’s bad. I can walk if I have to, but the docs tell me I’ll heal fully if I stay off it. Guess I’ll have to listen to them since I always tell you guys to.” Adrian glanced around cheerfully. “Anyone got a smoke?”


    Cynthia’s hand was the quickest.


    Angela was glad when the reporter ran block against the more aggressive people, using her small body for his protection.


    “This is another thing they’re against. If not for the great room service, I don’t think I’d want to bunk with them anymore.” Adrian drew more grins.


    Angela saw his finger put an extra cigarette into his pocket and come up with something that quickly vanished under the cover of a swallow of Coke. He was hurting enough to risk someone witnessing it.


    One minute and I’m moving you along. Angela didn’t shove energy into him like she wanted to. She would need it later and so would he.


    “I hear there’s a party tonight. Everyone gonna get drunk, throw up, and spend all day tomorrow whining about their hangover?” Adrian grinned wider. “It wouldn’t be a Safe Haven party without that.”


    Angela observed the crowd that was already starting to break up, trying not to resent them for getting to go enjoy a stress-free evening while Adrian fought for his life. She was also grateful that in all the confusion, the big question hadn’t been asked. No one wanted to know why they were having a celebration now, when most of the men who were heroes weren’t even out of the QZ yet.


    “I’m gonna get a tray, folks.” Adrian forced an eager tone even though the thought of eating was nauseating. He forced himself to give another of those larger than the sun grins, dazzling them one last time. “I would have had three beers, two burgers, and danced with all the single ladies. You guys handle that for me.”


    The crowd laughed again. It sounded relieved, relaxed. Adrian was fine to their unobservant eyes.


    The Eagles wheeled Adrian toward the little mess. On the way, he took the last pill and closed his hand into a fist while he waited for it to take effect.


    Neil hated Adrian’s pain as much as he had Angela’s. “Why don’t you go back and we’ll bring them…”


    “No.”


    The little mess was full of recovering Eagles. The scene of joking and calm was repeated, along with praise for following his orders.


    “You men did a good job. You should be proud. We’ve taken hits and we don’t forget or treat it lightly, but we can sleep better knowing we eliminated another threat to our survival.” The Coke can popped loudly under his tightening grip.


    Angela nodded to Kyle. “Let’s go.”


    Kyle and Neil pushed the chair while Angela carried the tray. As they disappeared into the tent, Adrian’s energy ran out. The can fell from his hand. He sagged forward, succumbing to the bright glare.


    Angela hurried to catch him before he could slide any further. “Get John! Then tell Marc we need the camp distracted now. We can’t wait any longer.”
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    “All yours.” Adrian tossed, fever climbing. “Lead them right.”


    Angela and John exchanged worried looks over his body. Time had grown shorter.


    “Let’s get started.” Angela brought the witch forward as she and Anne assisted. If John missed any of the infection, the witch might catch it.


    The silence was thick as John began administering the drugs that would put Adrian out of pain’s reach. Two of them flashed to the last surgery John had performed.


    Angela shoved her thought away. Surviving Cesar hadn’t been a trade. It hadn’t put Adrian under the reaper’s dark shadow. Even fate wouldn’t be so cruel…right?


     


    It took most of an hour to cut out the infection and cleanse the gaping wound. Smells of blood, disease, and decay hung thickly as it filled the tent and then their noses.


    “Mmm…”


    Anne frowned. “He’s coming up already.”


    John kept working. “He’s at the limit. Can you do anything?”


    Angela slipped into Adrian’s fog-layered mind. The hum of power rose softly among the gore.


    Angie?


    Angela winced at the variation of her name that Adrian was always careful not to use aloud. Coming from his lips, it was a caress, an endearment between lovers.


    I’m here. Stop trying to surface. John isn’t finished yet.


    Angela heard the monitor settle into a calmer rhythm and went in a bit deeper. She remembered the fog of the medication and the sense of aloneness. Would you like me to stay a bit?


    Adrian reached out through the white glare, mind scattered, thoughts ugly. Yes. I hate to be alone.


    Angela clasped his hand tightly, heart picking up a beat. So do I.


    Angela listened to the music and fireworks, to John’s mutters and the machine’s steady beeps, unaware that Adrian was laboring to show her something. He shoved an image at her, one he’d been hiding–even from himself.


    Angela stared at the picture, resolutely memorizing every curve and line of the object Adrian had sworn he had no knowledge of. “The witch says if you die, you kill us all.”


    John blanched at Angela’s words, working as fast as he could. He held many concerns–about the strength of the infection and Angela’s energy levels–but the worst was the self-doubt. Conner’s weakened blood and Adrian’s depression notwithstanding, John didn’t think he was good enough to pull Adrian through this.


    Anne knew John was stressing–the way he bit his lip under the surgical mask hadn’t changed in 30 years. She didn’t distract him, though. She would offer comfort later, when Adrian showed signs of improvement and John made the call on life or death. Unlike the others, Anne had complete faith in Adrian’s recovery. The men might not understand what was going on in this camp, but Anne was clear.


    The human species was evolving and much like with any other life form being forced to change to survive, having one mate wasn’t enough to ensure extinction wouldn’t come within a few generations. Angela and Adrian were close–anyone could tell that–but Anne knew it ran deeper. If anything happened to Marc, Angela would go to Adrian. It wasn’t like Samantha, where the urges were driving her to have more than one partner at the same time. Angela and Adrian’s connection went further. If Marc wasn’t in the picture, theirs would be a love match.


    About Seth and Becky, Anne hadn’t decided yet. Teenagers were unpredictable when it came to matters of the heart. She was reserving judgement on that situation, but Anne didn’t think any of it would matter in the end. Evolving wouldn’t be enough against the government. Safe Haven’s power was a serious threat to the remaining authority. When they came, nothing would stand.
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    “Where is she?”


    “In the medical camper. She said she needed to lie down for a couple minutes.” Kevin reluctantly confided his concern. “I didn’t like how she looked.”


    Marc walked faster, waving Kevin off when he would have followed him inside. “I know what she needs.”


    Kevin took up a post outside the door and kept his ears open in case he needed to call John.


    Marc found her curled onto the small couch, nearly invisible under a stack of jackets.


    When her teeth began to chatter, he scooped her into his arms and dropped back down, holding her on his lap. “You’re empty, right?”


    Angela slumped against his big chest, resisting the urge to inhale deeply. “I don’t want to.”


    She sounded like a petulant child. Marc burst out laughing.


    Angela couldn’t even summon the energy to adjust the slightly uncomfortable position. “Sleep, Marc. Just an hour.”


    Marc shifted so he could see her pale face. “Meeting’s in half that.”


    She groaned weakly.


    Marc forced her hand. He talked directly to the witch. Take what you need, but nothing more. You don’t need her permission if you have mine.


    Marc stiffened as the witch greedily sucked at him.


    Angela snapped their connection, gasping at the need fluttering in her veins. “Not in control now, Marc. Sleep!”


    Marc wasn’t worried–the witch didn’t want him dead. But she did want him…


    Marc leaned forward to deliver a slow kiss and felt the witch start drawing while Angela was distracted. After a minute of the blinding heat, Marc didn’t care how much energy was taken, so long as they weren’t interrupted.


    Kevin, once he identified the noises, made sure that they weren’t.
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    Neil stared at the sleeping couple with a blank face and a breaking heart. Only napping together, it was more intimate than if they were naked.


    Neil forced his feet to take him closer. Samantha hadn’t made any promises and he’d known better than to ask for one. This was how she wanted things.


    Neil cleared his throat as he neared the truck, stomach boiling. “You guys awake?”


    Jeremy raised a hand and made a curt motion. What?


    Neil kept his distance. “It’s time for the meeting.”


    Jeremy sighed. “Yeah, okay.”


    Neil left without spewing any of the vileness coming to mind, proud that he could. He’d shared an amazing night with the woman currently rolling over into Jeremy’s arms. Neil spun around as she allowed Jeremy to give her a tight hug. Even that was too much to witness.


    Jeremy helped Samantha sit up, sympathizing with her small moan at the soreness. Nothing said aches and pains like sleeping on a hard, flat surface that you weren’t used to.


    Samantha stretched, arms going around his neck. “One more minute gonna matter to the new boss lady?”


    Jeremy tugged her close. “We’ll make it up later.”


    Samantha surrounded herself with his quiet protection. Yes, she did want him because he was safe, but boring? She didn’t view him that way and when she finally told him that he didn’t have to hold back with her, no one else would think it either.


    “Come on.” Samantha kept her arm around his hip, a bit embarrassed at some of the glares as they walked, but she was determined to live life by her desires instead of someone else’s expectations. She needed both men, in different ways, and now she had them. It was finally her turn for happiness.


    Neil winced at the sight of Samantha and Jeremy walking into the meeting together, but it was his only reaction.


    It calmed some of the Eagles, but the tension was thick as everyone began to gather.


    Neil went to a far wall. He was dismayed when Samantha immediately led Jeremy to his side.


    The two men glared at each other for a brief moment. Then Jeremy gently placed Samantha between them.


    Sam put a hand on each wrist, sending a flare of pleasure up both arms.


    “Thank you.” She didn’t let go when they both tensed under her fingers. “This is all I need for now.”


    Neither man fully understood the details of it, but there was no denying the waves of contentment coming from her. Knowing Samantha was happy meant more to them now than their desire of ownership.


    Because they were accepting it, the other Eagles had to, but there was little chatter in the half-filled tent as they all waited for Angela to arrive.


    Kenn and Kyle exchanged a quick look in the silence. They had their own plans for the outcome of this meeting, and the tension already in the canvas would help it along. The air of danger would be hard for Angela to miss.


    The noises of music and fireworks filled the tent as Marc stepped inside, sweeping every person before ducking back out. He looked exhausted.


    Kenn recognized the security check. He gave Kyle a nod that said to stick to the plan.


    The mobster gave one in return that told Kenn he would do his part. Too much depended on this to make mistakes.


    Cynthia came in next, followed by a few senior Eagles. The tent began to heat up as glares were thrown and caught. Not just Kenn and Kyle had put thought into this meeting. There were many ways that an Eagle could rise in Safe Haven. Usually, those involved arduous work, but in a moment like this, a promotion or demotion could happen instantly. Angela wasn’t Adrian–she wouldn’t have the same needs from a staff. All of them fought flashes of previous competitions for their place in camp as they waited.


    Angela entered the tent to find three dozen men and two women waiting. She turned a raised brow to Kenn. “This is a few?”


    The Marine shrugged. “I brought the team leaders and their XOs. They brought the others.”


    Doug stood up. “You’ll want all of these men.”


    Angela didn’t argue. She went to the front of the tent and sank into the waiting chair with relief. It felt great to sit. Marc’s energy was keeping her on her feet, but she’d stopped the witch from taking more than he could tolerate. He hadn’t realized how empty she was.


    Kevin handed her a cup of coffee and backed off.


    She sipped it, surveying the area. The tension was thick. “The Major had troops out gathering supplies. They returned to find our mess and now, they’re on the way to Utah. The government will know about Adrian escaping–and about Safe Haven–in short order.” Angela glanced at Marc, then Kenn. “How long for them to reach Utah?”


    They conferred briefly.


    “Ration conditions, 18-hour days...”


    “Two supply stops...”


    “Roughly two weeks.”


    Angela was impressed and horrified. She viewed Kevin next. “How long did John say?”


    “At least five days, depending...”


    “On Adrian’s recovery.” Angela made the call. “We’ll stay the full five that John is recommending and then go.”


    “Hard and fast?” Kenn needed details.


    Angela studied the Marine. “Would Adrian run?”


    “Yes, and he’d say do it now, to leave him.” Kenn already knew she wouldn’t.


    The reminder that the camp mattered more than any of them echoed through the tent.


    Neil frowned. “Are we going to try to hide?”


    “No, Adrian’s Eagles don’t run.”


    Silence echoed...then a cheer that she had to wait on before she could continue. “In the next three weeks, we have to tell the camp that the government is coming, convince them to fight, and get to the mountains to make our stand.”


    Neil and Kyle exchanged a look. She did know. She’d lied earlier. Why?


    Silence came again as the enormity of the challenge struck. Angela let them think it through. Most of these men had expected to hear that running was her solution.


    “What happens if we hold a camp meeting and tell them? A lot of them already suspect that some of our people are...different.” Kevin also wanted details.


    “We only tell them about the government coming.” Neil’s voice was hard. “Otherwise, the camp will ask why they can’t defend Safe Haven on their own, with just their gifts.”


    People immediately began turning toward Angela, wondering the same thing.


    “Magic.” She sighed. “It’s time we used the word among ourselves. There are people here who were born different. We have magic to use.”


    “But there’s a reason you guys can’t stand and fight alone, right?” Jeremy ignored the scowls.


    “Of course.” Angela looked at Marc. “Please.”


    Marc grunted unhappily. “Fear. If the camp sees the power, but doesn’t share in the fight, they’ll be scared of her–of them all.”


    Angela nodded. “They’ll start sneaking off in the night, a few here and there, and then whole parts of Safe Haven’s population will go openly. Even the Eagles will be torn between us and loved ones.”


    “Why not go out and eliminate them, like we did the slavers?” Kenn also ignored the ugly glares.


    Angela shrugged. “I haven’t ruled it out. It depends on what type of a warning we get and how many soldiers they send the first time.”


    “That’s right! There’s a lot of room in even one bunker. They’ll still outnumber us.” Zack was worried for his rebellious sons. “When the first group reports back, they might even send planes!”


    “Not if we kill them all.” Marc stood straight and unflinching in the silence caused by his cold suggestion. “Adrian told me he thought the mountains were a bad idea–that terrible things would happen there and push the camp into agreeing to go south. I say we stick to his plan.”


    Marc lit a smoke and tossed it toward Angela, who caught it with a juggle. She waved for him to go on. Convincing the troops was his job now.


    Marc raised his voice over the murmurs and mutters. “Adrian knew we’d have trouble with the government at some point. It was what tipped him in favor of leaving for a while. We can heal and get stronger, if we have the time. If the government comes and we lose or even negotiate, that puts them in charge of us. We’ll have to register our location, give information on the people here, and their doctors will want access to all of John’s patients.” Marc perched on the edge of a crate. “That’s just for starters. The war never officially ended. We’re still under martial law, the draft. They’ll come in and take every Eagle here. Then, they’ll sort through the camp and demand a cut there too.”


    Marc looked to Angela, who took up the scene-setting moment.


    “Those like me will have to run. If the government gets their hands on us, it’ll be like with the Major, but worse. We’ll be drugged, abused, locked up, and our power will be in their hands. We’ll try to escape, of course, but I won’t ever leave Charlie behind. Jennifer wouldn’t leave her babies. Adrian wouldn’t leave Conner, and so on. It’s unlikely that we’d see the light of day again. So we’ll scatter across the country to keep it from happening. We’ll go back to being what we were before Adrian called us together–doomed.”


    “So keep to the plan, and just let the bad shit happen?” Billy propped his leg up on the empty crate next to him.


    Angela nodded again. “That’s what we have to decide. But, yes, I believe so. We’ll make our stand in the mountains, then go south. By the time they find out and send a real force, we might even be gone.”


    “What about planes?” Daryl frowned. “Won’t they find us on the open ocean?”


    Angela pulled a paper from her pocket and handed it to the closest Eagle. “Adrian assumed otherwise. He thinks they won’t want to chase us, that they’re already low on men due to fighting, escaping, and making examples. And that they’ll fear their men joining us.”


    Marc and Angela exchanged concerned looks as the mutters increased. Showing them the page from Adrian’s journal was the fastest way to gain the full support of these men, but it was also dangerous. It revealed how much Adrian had known, expected, and chosen to allow fate to control.


    “What does he mean by young sacrifices and nuclear blood?”


    “The children we’ve lost, the hell we’ve suffered through the war.” Angela was prepared to answer those questions, but the next one hadn’t even been considered yet.


    “What if we skip the fight all together?” Cynthia flushed at the attention swinging her way. Samantha had waved her along because Jennifer was busy scanning people at the QZ, but she knew she didn’t belong in this tent.


    “You mean run for a ship now or try to disappear?” Angela tried to clarify.


    The reporter cleared her throat. “Neither. I mean make a deal. Sort of, anyway.”


    Not able to stand a disjointed report, Angela’s tone got sharp. “Spit it out, already.”


    Cynthia’s nervousness was replaced with defensive anger. “I meant make a deal with the camp–to get them to fight. We can’t run from the fight.”


    “Why not?” Kenn scowled. “And while we’re at it, why not supply a body?”


    “Make them think he’s dead?” Angela considered it, ignoring the pros and cons being called out. The final choice was based on ability. “I don’t think John can do it well enough to get us a match, but it could buy time. We’ll probably use it.” Angela viewed Cynthia. “Do you honestly understand why we can’t run?”


    “Yes. It’s not just our freedom at stake.” Cynthia’s voice was grim. “If they take Safe Haven, they officially run the country again. We’re the only opposition party.”


    “Excellent. And terrifying to carry all the responsibility for it.” Angela glanced around. “We’ll come together again in 24-hours with fresh ideas. One day after that, we will have a plan.”


    There was no room for argument, but more importantly, there was no doubt. If Angela said they could do it, then they could. Nearly everyone left the tent with a version of that thought in their minds. She’d never been wrong.


    Angela and Marc were among the last people in the humid canvas and they stayed quiet, listening to the few ideas that hadn’t been openly discussed.


    Kenn and Kyle had each been working on the problem since being inside Little Rock and finding out the government had also survived the war. Both men were brutal in their thoughts, and for once, on exactly the same page.


    “That’s what I’m saying. If we get ugly enough, they’ll back off.”


    “I think so, too. They can’t outnumber us by that much. It’s one bunker.”


    “That we know of.” Marc didn’t like where this was going.


    Kyle frowned. “If they had another, they would have gone there. Anywhere is closer than Utah.”


     “Let me be sure I’m clear.” Angela stopped the starting fight. “You’re both saying we should drop a decoy body for the first group they send, get the herd south, and then follow them to Utah.”


    “Yes.”


    “Yes. We’ll grab a couple of them and pry out some basic details–then we take it down.”


    Marc snarled. “Attack a bunker? Like the slavers did to NORAD?”


    Angela put a hand on his arm. “All options. I’d hear this one.”


    Marc grunted angrily but held his tongue.


    Kenn and Kyle went back to unveiling their amazingly similar plans. Neither of them cared about Marc’s displeasure in this moment.


    “A few of the gifted people will have to come along to provide personal shields.” Kyle waited for the next stage. He knew Kenn had covered it.


    “And that means we don’t have to kill them. Adrian would prefer it that way and I know you would too, but for us, it means those soldiers can be converted into Eagles.” Kenn gestured. “They’ll be able to help with the training, fill out the missing careers and culture gaps.”


    “We’ll get the others they’re probably holding–others like Conner. I think we’ll also get a nice add to the herd.” Kyle was mentally deep into his first mass ambush. He hadn’t thought of using non-lethal methods.


    Kenn lifted a brow. “How do you figure?”


    “Draft families. Some will have survived and made their way inside, but with that many males locked up together, I’d guess the bunker is encouraging relief sources.” Kyle shrugged. “Sex makes a good distraction.”


    Kenn hadn’t thought of that, but it instantly made sense.


    Both trained killers looked at Angela eagerly.


    “We can do this.”


    “It has a lot of benefits.”


    “And so many flaws that I can’t count them all.” Marc was unable to hold silent anymore. “You don’t know how many, where, or what type of hardware we’d be facing. It’s suicide.”


    “Put it on the list.” Angela’s words sent a cold chill through the tent. “Work out the kinks before you mention it to anyone else. They won’t agree to kidnapping and torture, and neither will I. Not even if we’re the ones doing it.”


    Kenn and Kyle left the tent without another word, both surprised to have gotten that far.


    The instant they were alone, Marc opened his mouth to protest.


    “Wait.” Angela held up a hand. “Can you give me a few minutes? I need to look ahead.”


    Marc stomped from the tent, huffing in annoyance at the drunken partiers and loud music. He spotted Kenn and Kyle lurking nearby.


    “Adrian wouldn’t ever agree to this.” Kenn gave Marc one of their older, snotty glares. “Why do you think she would?”


    Kenn left him standing there, speechless.


    He’s right, Marc realized after a few minutes of thinking. Angie would never agree to anything so reckless. She’d been placating Kenn and Kyle, keeping them busy.


    But Kenn knew that and wasn’t upset... Confused, Marc observed the two men now talking quietly as if there had never been a problem between them, let alone hatred. What’s going on?


    “What do you think?”


    Kenn shrugged. “Her mind works like Adrian’s. She’ll look ahead. If it will work, she’ll give us the green light when the time comes.”


    “And you’re sure?” Kyle hated manipulating her this way, but they had to know.


    “Yes. She’ll do whatever it takes to hand this camp over to Adrian in the same condition that she received it.”


    “Even kill innocent people?”


    Kenn stared at the canvas walls, that stiff shadow. “If she needs to.”


    “When will we know?”


    Kenn settled back to wait. “She’ll tell the others at tomorrow’s meeting, but we’ll find out when she comes from the tent. Watch her face. She doesn’t handle death as well as everyone thinks.”


     


    Angela found Kenn first as she came from the tent. The hateful glower they exchanged made Kyle tense. They’d spent the last half hour chatting about baby furniture, of all things.


    Angela’s face tightened into a mask of pain and anger. Kyle realized she and Kenn were talking mentally. He forced himself to wait until she turned for the medical tent. “Well?” Kenn was staring after her in concern. Kyle understood it wasn’t good news. “What did she say?”


    Trying to redo their plans, Kenn growled. “That when it comes time, you and I will be on the front lines, not Marc!”


    Kyle wasn’t sure what to make of that. “It will work?”


    “She wouldn’t tell me. But she’s pissed, so I’d guess it will.”


    Kyle frowned. “What’s the problem, then?”


    Kenn gave one last look over his shoulder, toward where she was vanishing into the dim tent that held Adrian. “She has her own plans and I think maybe we just became her point men for them.”


    “Is that bad?”


    “It could be. She knows we were trying to manipulate her.”


    “What do we do now?”


    Kenn’s answer wasn’t encouraging. “Wait until she gives the orders and follow them. She’ll still hold the meeting tomorrow and then the one to announce the plans, but in her mind, it’s a done deal.”


    “What is?”


    “A future-deciding battle with the government. Even if they don’t figure it out and come, she’ll bring them to us. We really are done running.”
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