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  The Quest

 

 

They came from the west,

Seven fighters to the end.

One fierce blonde warrior,

Leading six hardass men.

 

Through magic and death,

Demons and fire,

Clever ambushes,

And nature’s ire.

 

Stand in their way,

Nothing will.

Bone dust or bullets,

To pay the bill.

 

Through now decayed cities,

Filled with nightmares,

Following a path,

Forgotten over the years.

 

Looking for a place of change,

Of safety and light,

Striving for honor,

And American might.

 

Wrapped in the horror,

Lucky to be alive,

Blessed and cursed,

How many will survive?


  
    
​

    Chapter One



    The First of Six


    Lexington, Utah


    April 2016


     


     


     


    1


    A lone woman limped into the border town on a sunless morning, long years after the nuclear world war that returned humanity to the dark ages. In front of her, the last outpost within 100 miles beckoned like a flame. Behind her, the shimmering green sky overtop dusty wastelands rolled closer in a devious illusion.


    Lexington consisted of two dozen rickety homes and half as many store tents lining the unforgiving road that gouged its way through the brutally arid terrain. It was large by the standards of Afterworld.


    Only stunned merchants saw the woman limping steadily toward them. Coming from the west, where even the hardest of men vanished, the merchants expected only walking dead or worse. That was the reason for the chemical barrier around the border town, but the smoke had no effect on the female as she stepped through it. She didn’t scream in pain or burst into flames.


    The lanky blonde was filthy, covered in glowing desert dust, and her hardened face said she’d been to Hell during her lifetime–likely, more than once. A Colt .45 slung low on each slender hip supported that impression, as did her torn, tacky pant leg. The horrors that fate had delivered to her in the wastelands clearly hadn’t been easy to survive.


    Shaking off the shock to vie for the woman’s business, the merchants moved toward her with greedy eagerness.


    Stopping, Alexa’s hands slid to those gritty Colts, and her frosted blue eyes blazed with heat.


    The half dozen sly puppets immediately paused in fear and confusion. Guns made the law in Afterworld and she obviously knew how to use hers.


    Seconds more of this set stance from the woman found the thieves banished back to their stoops and flaps. She had items for trade, and the anger to punish those who tried to take advantage, but these vultures weren’t worth a lesson. Border towns were as rare as the Caravan stores and twice as soulless. If she fell, these men would not offer help, only an attack. Alexa would never willingly haggle with their like. She spent her dust with those who were worthy, those who deserved the patronage. The rest were no better than animals.


    Before the war, Alexa had stayed away from other people, but there was a feeling of something being in Lexington that she needed. Someone crucial to her quest was here and that feeling of importance said they couldn’t be found in any other place.


    Slap! Slap!


    A tattered American symbol flying over one of the smallest stores drew the woman. She turned that way with a smoothness not impeded by her injury, ignoring the hawkers and their instant, impotent outrage. Her boots made no noise on the dirt hardpan as she headed for the fluttering flag. The decoration was the equivalent of suicide for a business owner, proclaiming them to honor the old ways that had destroyed so much. Alexa instantly respected the one who had put it there. Love of country was part of what she’d come for, as was courage.


    Before she reached the battered green canvas under the flag, the tent flap opened. A cloaked man of tall stature and wide shoulders stepped into the bracing wind. The sense of being pulled here faded.


    He’s the one.


    This merchant didn’t rush to be useful. He kept his hooded head bowed in respect. When he only waited patiently, Alexa was instantly comforted. He wasn’t a vulture like the others here and he was strong. She could feel it emanating from his form in thick, healthy waves.


    She looked toward his store.


    The merchant immediately held the flap open for her, moving with a casual grace that she admired.


    Alexa stepped inside with a hand still resting on one of her Colts as a warning to those watching with heated glares. Having one old world supporter in town was an annoyance. Two was a threat. It impressed her that they had allowed this seller to stay. In the other places she’d been since the end of the world, flying the red, white, and blue caused an instant battle to be survived. It said a lot about the man now closing out the dust with a light hand on the zipper.


    Alexa evaluated the layout of the small store in seconds, marking neat displays of handmade firearms and bins of ammunition. Since the war, life anywhere depended on guns and the men to use them. All of her crew would be gunslingers. This hard loner was the first.


    Edward kept a clear distance, able to feel the woman evaluating him, determining his worth. Would he finally be rescued from the self-imposed prison he’d created? Can my real life begin now?


    He slid the hood back, exposing black waves and a face roughened by the brutal sun. “May I offer you a drink?”


    Alexa studied him. The man was clearly no stranger to survival. It was evident in the cold eyes that watched her, expecting trouble, but also in how his hand stayed near the 9mm on his hip. He had the fighter’s steel that she needed, but would he kill for her? This would be no short, easy quest.


    Edward looked back just as intently. Tall, with uncountable blonde braids falling into thick ponytails that hung to her hips, the wide forehead and that crooked nose fit with those remorseless blue eyes. However, the gentle curve of her jaw and delicate arch of brows hinted at a softer side he thought few were probably lucky enough to know. The merchant suddenly wanted to be counted as one of them.


    “I have no thirst…only a hunger.”


    Her raspy voice rolled through the canvas like a match across sandpaper, snagging, bringing heat. Edward’s tone deepened. “What would please you, mistress?”


    That one word sent a short-lived smile across her weathered lips. “To be a man up when I leave this place.”


    Alexa took a step closer, not caring about the occasional scarlet drop still trailing from her leg. “Do you have a mind to fill that need?”


    Edward nodded slowly, heart thumping with anxiety that didn’t bleed through his tones. “Aye. Only ghosts hold me here.”


    “Bones are to be buried, not brought along for this quest! I need men, fighters.”


    Edward felt her strength then, and the dark, endless well in his heart began to fill with hope. She sounded like a true leader. “Aye. I am that.”


    The woman hardened herself against the silent pleading in his body language. “Where do your loyalties lie?”


    His answer came instantly. “With America.”


    “As do mine.” Alexa went on before he could make the mistake of questioning her words, of asking for proof. “I offer no pay, no promises. I will not swear to protect your life.”


    “I don’t expect it.” Edward’s voice was surprisingly bitter, considering how much he wanted to leave this place behind. Many people now started dangerous trips, but few survived long enough to see them through. “The quest above all else. I know the code.”


    Satisfied the merchant really did (his tone said he had also made a trip through hell) Alexa asked the required questions quickly. “You’d go where I do? Obey me?”


    Edward didn’t consider refusing, not with her vibrant sense of authority now filling his canvas. “I would, and you have my thanks for asking.”


    “It’s my honor, Horseman. You are the one called that?”


    “I was.”


    Alexa extended a scarred hand, head swimming with exhaustion. The battle in the desert had drained the small bits of energy she’d managed to glean since escaping the government bunker. She needed this part over with so she could recharge.


    Edward let his big hand move toward hers. His reputation had grown if she’d tracked him down from inside the wastelands by that name. He hadn’t been called such since before the war, when his nature had gone from protector to life taker.


    Alexa pulled hard as they touched, drawing energy. Willing killer or not, she needed him in more ways than just the obvious.


    She’s a magic user! Edward stiffened, but didn’t protest. Her drawing was the feel of icy water on exposed skin, followed by the searing heat of flames. Sulphur and rose scents filled his nose.


    He’d felt her calling out in need, even before seeing her. It had brought him from his tent when little else did. Edward shuddered as the heat increased.


    Alexa let go and staggered to her knees as his energy began to merge with her own. She mentally directed it toward her wounds. Her ways were different, even for Afterworld, but she waited for his reaction without concern. He wanted to be free of this place, this life. His silence was screaming it. She doubted he would pass up the opportunity. Many creatures more dangerous than her roamed man’s roads now. Magic was easy enough to accept in comparison to monsters.


    Thankfully, the rest of this apocalyptic land was slowly coming to the same conclusion. Though still shunned, magic users were no longer being driven out of the scattered groups of refugees–unlike in the beginning, when the war had first allowed nightmares to become reality. In this new world, one such as her could be useful depending upon what battle for survival was being fought, and the price, of course. Nothing was free now, and certainly not the talents that she had to offer.


    Head bowed, trembling, Alexa’s breathless rasp was still one of power. “I give you one chance to back out…to live. After this, only bullets come to those who leave my side before the quest is finished.”


    Edward didn’t doubt her words “That’s clear enough.”


    Alexa heard his light steps moving away, but she still didn’t look up. She wasn’t sure that she could yet. She needed at least five minutes to recharge. That amount of time had almost cost her the quest more than once. One of those mistakes had come recently, leaving her with a slug in her thigh and rage in her heart. Regan would pay for his good aim. So would his one-eyed boss.


    Despite the merchant’s respectfulness, Alexa tensed as Edward returned. His boots stopped by her head. They were sturdy, made to endure this rugged land as much as their owner was.


    A fur blanket dropped over her shoulders an instant later.


    “Mmm...” Alexa closed her eyes in bliss at the warmth. It was so cold in the desert!


    Her moan sent a flare of want into Edward’s gut. He quickly moved back. He’d lost his submissive wife in the war, but this was no cheap slam to be ridden and escaped afterward. This woman was lethal.


    I’ll die on her quest. Edward was suddenly sure of it. He should send her away… “I have a room empty.”


    Her raspy chuckle in response tugged on his gentle side. Many seasons had passed since Edward had heard amusement, and even longer since he’d been the one to cause it. His presence usually only brought scorn or bloodshed.


    “A canvas room is always empty.”


    Edward snorted at the military joke. “So it is, Lady, but mine lies under our feet.”


    Alexa grunted her consent, but she didn’t move from the warmth of the fur. His energy was repairing, aiding, strengthening, and it hurt. Her lifeforce was very defensive.


    Sensing her weakness, Edward knelt. “May I?”


    She grunted again, head still bowed. “My permission and my gratitude. It was a long trip out.”


    “You came from the radiation zone?”


    “More than one.” Alexa flashed to the battle she had clearly lost control of. The tremor storm had saved her, but it hadn’t left enough bodies. Even now, Corbin and Regan were likely on the way here. They wouldn’t find her underground, though. She was thankful again for this merchant’s defiant sign. The tattered flag said more about him than the neatness of his store or the very low prices chalked on the board over a thin wooden counter.


    Steeling himself to the feel of her, Edward lifted the woman carefully but without hesitation. It wasn’t the first time he had shared his energy, though it hadn’t felt nearly as intense before. He wasn’t comfortable with magic users, but he didn’t hate or fear them. Since the war, everything had changed–even reality. Adapting was the key to survival.


    Using his feet to open the cover to his hideout, Edward was aware that she was judging his value even as he gave aid. He had expected to dislike whoever finally saw his worth. There were few happy endings to journeys like these, but instead, he found his heart eager to serve. Edward frowned. When did death become so mundane to me? Since the war and the aftermath that had turned him into a murderer, there was no mistaking the feel.


    Alexa tensed upon seeing the open hole in the parched dirt. She’d escaped the government compound, but she wasn’t free. Corbin would never give up the hunt and because of his connections, killing him wasn’t an option. He knew where the kids were, where they would be in the future. Until she had another way to locate them, that one-eyed bastard had a pass on her wrath. Regan, his henchman, did not.


    The need to comfort the trembling woman made Edward hurry carefully into the darkness. “Half a minute and then we’ll have light.”


    Edward immediately cursed himself for putting an exact time on it, then felt his lips curl in disdain. Time means nothing now.


    The man didn’t fumble or feel weak as he moved down the ladder. Alexa allowed herself a rare moment of comfort. Eyes closing, she burrowed against his thick chest like a lover. His clean, musky smell was tempting, but she didn’t draw more energy. Where they were going, he would have need of it. Another of her fighters was begging to be saved, but before that, some of the government’s other captives would be set free. She would live with that guilt no longer.


    The darkness was complete as Edward pulled the lid closed and drew a deadbolt that didn’t echo due to a light touch. Those outside would think they were still bartering, in one form or another. Unless they knew of this hole, then blood might spill. It was a risk to let this stranger take her below the ground, but that’s all life was anyway–a risk.


    The steps went on for what seemed like much longer, but by her count, they were on solid ground before the 30-second mark.


    “Lights.”


    At his call, a dim blue glow brightened the dank cavern that was really a half-collapsed section of the huge bunker that edged this town. Filled with long dried mud that had leveled the walls in places, it was an enormous room with dark doorways and tunnels leading to all ends of the abandoned complex. One small side was nearly pristine. Edward headed that way.


    The other side was like looking through a museum window at a display from the war. There were rusted guns and shell casings, and even mildewed red smears on artwork dotted by black mold crawling up seams and sills. There were also graying bones in the corner, but it wouldn’t bother Alexa to sleep here. This was just another relic from the old world–one that she’d seen too many times to fear.


    Stacks of cobwebbed machines lining the room winked in the soft glow as Alexa turned her attention to what lay above. The panels of lights and maps faded into sleep mode as she watched.


    Alexa felt respect for his ingenuity. He had gotten some of the old technology to work. She grinned. “Clever. I am in great need of that skill.”


    Edward opened his mouth, then closed it. He already liked her praise.


    Aware of his response, Alexa leaned a bit deeper into his warm embrace, testing his character. Her lips brushed his jaw. “Would you have your service repaid in such a manner?”


    If he chose that trade, she would honor it–she found him pleasing enough–but she would leave him here come dawn.


    Alexa was gently held back and then lowered to a half-filled air mattress near the steps. For an instant, there was the sense of his body about to follow hers down and then she was alone on the neatly made pallet.


    “I’d talk about it another time...” Edward moved back another step. “But Afterworld demands debts are settled while both people are alive, so here’s what I need. Do we fight for New America? I can give everything to that.”


    Braced, Edward waited for the scorn and mockery those words usually brought. Someone who could control horses through the violent weather was much sought after, but being a patriot was not.


    Alexa understood what wasn’t said. Would-be masters came asking for him, as she may have had to if not for the flag, but once inside, his loyalties became clear and he was refused. Especially by the women, who were more than half of the leaders she had come across since the war, but also by the few men still trying to gather an army to protest that shift in power.


    Her hand tensed automatically as she answered. “I seek those who came before us.”


    Edward’s eyes widened. That legend was one he had soaked up eagerly. To think there was another life to be had, a second chance, no matter who you were before, or what you’d done, was all he’d dreamed of for years. He stared in shock. “I’ll owe you.”


    Alexa leaned back onto the pallet. Almost clean, the smell of it wasn’t one that she would mind on her skin. “Why is that?”


    “Because I’d die in Safe Haven or trying to prove that it exists!”


    The woman nodded, warming to him. “You shall get your chance. We both shall.” Too weary to resist the exhaustion, her eyes closed. “I’m Alexa.”


    “Edward. May I see to your wound?”


    “Yes.” Satisfied, the leader gave her first fighter a stunning smile, sending him to his knees in dazed awe. Her pleasure was designed to draw, to unite. Normally used for ties with a mate, she was employing it to bind fighters to her for the quest. Where Adrian Mitchel led, Safe Haven followed. The same was true of his only daughter.
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    Shortly after he began to pry the bullet from her pale, perfectly scarred thigh, Alexa passed out. Edward was glad. She’d made little sound, other than to quiz him on the things she saw in the room, the technology that he’d brought back to life. She was strong, more so than any of those who’d come before.


    Edward searched himself and found no revulsion at the thought of serving a female. He’d already sensed the end that was waiting, but in time, he might be willing to die for her.


    “Tell me how you came to be here.”


    He hadn’t known she had woken, but to his credit, Edward controlled a flinch of surprise. “As we eat.”


    They were in the soft, blue glow of the cobwebbed ceiling lights now. His store above them was closed for the evening. There were hours to kill before dawn brought a start to their journey together and even the distant drip of water in the darkness was slow. In Afterworld, when nighttime fell over this dead land, time became longer.


    Alexa pushed up to sit against the wall as Edward drew their dinner from a sweetly steaming pot that had once been a large coffee can. There were a variety of soothing noises down here, from the gentle crackle of the fire he had rigged to blow out of a vent miles from here, to the soft hum of the machinery running the lights. His things were few and neat, ready to be grabbed, and she counted no less than three other useable exits besides the stairs she’d been brought down. It was a nearly perfect hole up. Was he really the perfect hired hand that he appeared to be?


    Making little noise, Edward handed her a plate-sized serving platter with three small bowls and a cup of what looked like milk. He moved back to collect his own meal as she sampled the food warily.


    “Mmm...”


    Her low groan of pleasure made Edward look toward her in need.


    Alexa was impressed with his self-control when he stopped, then went back to collecting his own bowls. Descendants were hard to resist.


    “I call it swill.”


    Alexa snorted, scooping a larger bite of the slightly garlicky stew. “‘Tis pig, after all.”


    Edward was glad she understood the main ingredient. Many people now refused to eat pork. Swine flu treatments were long gone, but the nasty beasts were abundant. Their ability to eat almost anything was both the source of their survival and the revulsion of most survivors. For a long while, human carrion had been the only readily available food source for nature.


    Alexa watched him settle a few feet away, noting the strength of his body, the ebony glow of his hair in the light. He would be a solid hand when trained. Even now, he was a good addition.


    “The draft brought me here from Colorado. This is part of the bunker we were held in.”


    He didn’t pray before eating. Alexa hadn’t expected him to. She doubted he’d believed in a long time. That was another thing all of her crew would probably have in common. She speared one of the potato-like lumps in the second bowl.


    After a quick chew and swallow, Edward continued with his story. “There were a lot of us, too many for them to keep feeding. Six months after the war, regulations changed. If we could prove we had kids that we would return to, we could go.”


    Another bite and swallow, this one to smother his anger before his deep voice went on. “I was only married, so not eligible. I killed a guard, took his keys, and let the other four barracks of draftees out.”


    Alexa jabbed another creamy bite, stomach growling. “The bunker was breached?”


    “By those I set loose. Afterward, they sacked the closest towns, killing, raping, burning. Lexington was the only one to rebuild.”


    Alexa met his eyes pointedly. “Why didn’t they end you for it when they found out? Why do they tolerate even the sight of you here?”


    His lined face flushed at the brutal honesty, but he didn’t look away. “Because there are only a few of them still alive who know, and I’m very, very good with my guns.”


    Alexa’s lips curled upward. “Is that so?”


    Edward went back to his meal without repeating or even confirming.


    Pleased, she forked a yellow tidbit in the last bowl. “Go on.”


    Alexa delighted in the taste of vanilla and crushed pineapple with brown sugar. He either had a good stock or knew where supplies were. That might come in handy.


    “I went home first, as many of us eventually did, but my old life had been murdered. I came back here and opened a store with the things I’d gathered.”


    “Why return to the scene?”


    Edward answered with an openness that hid nothing. “I had hoped there would be someone here who could kill me for my crime.”


    “And after you realized they could not?”


    Edward’s tone deepened into the misery that had been pulling her to this place, to his tent. “In time, I thought maybe I would find the courage to do what they couldn’t.”


    “I will give you new ways, new hopes.” Alexa’s words rang in the chilly air. “Will you swear yourself to me?”


    Edward smiled slightly at the official offer. “I was yours the instant you chose my flag over everyone else.”
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    Alexa jerked awake in the darkness, instinct telling her danger was close. She looked around to find Edward heading up the steps.


    He cast a slightly curious look over his shoulder as he blended into the shadows, but he didn’t presume to tell her what to do.


    Alexa quickly gathered her things, pleased with her first fighter. She assumed it was government rats now stomping through Edward’s store. She had left loose ends in the desert. When she’d escaped Corbin’s control, she had been tracked, but she’d stayed underground to remain out of their reach. Being spotted out of her hole up had been an accident.


    Voices echoed down the stairs as she moved on a leg that was nearly healed thanks to the vibrant energy of her host. She judged the time to be just before the dawn’s ugly break that would have woken her naturally.


    Louder, angry words echoed now. Alexa stilled as rage flared. One of those voices was familiar, loathed. She’d thought to sneak away, but it wasn’t a scouting party. Regan was up there. I’m not leaving without spilling his blood!


    Alexa pulled herself onto the ladder and began to climb.


     


    “Where is she?”


    Standing behind the thin counter, Edward kept his tone even. “The woman left last night after buying ammo.” He waved a hand at the rack he had emptied into his bag while closing the store. “She went south.”


    Four of the soldiers stomped around, poking boxes and bins, turning over crates.


    Their leader, a redhead with a fresh scar on his neck and a mean twist to his lips, pointed toward the hole they’d seen him emerge from. “What’s down there?”


    “My cellar.”


    Martial Law hadn’t been revoked. It made dealing with soldiers awkward. It was almost impossible to know if they were real or impostors, but it didn’t matter this time. Edward hated these men on sight. He was already sure they were the ones who’d shot Alexa.


    “Search it.”


    “No.” Edward’s voice was like stone.


    A bit intimidated, the four soldiers looked to their leader.


    Regan felt the challenge and sauntered closer. They’d followed their prey by common sense. This was the only outpost within 100 miles and Alexa needed to regain her energy. She had to be close.


    Regan studied the merchant, looking for telltale signs. He saw deep bags under the man’s eyes and a pulse that pounded slightly faster than was normal due to a low energy bank being refreshed. Yes, she’d taken from him. So why wasn’t this man a pile of bones like the others they’d found? Regan stepped closer, jealousy flaring. “You’d deny a government search?”


    Edward grunted “I’ll let you know when I see government. They bring papers.”


    Which wasn’t always true, but the insult was clear enough. Edward watched the guard’s eyes narrow without worry. The redhead wore the weapons of a fighter, but the fit was awkward. It wasn’t something that could be said of himself. His own guns were an extension of his hands and always ready for use.


    “We’re going to search it.” Regan glared. “If you interfere, I’ll shoot you.”


    Edward sensed Alexa listening from the open hatch. He felt her agreeing with how he wanted to handle the situation. Edward glared in warning, eager to show his new mistress a bit of his talents. “You can try. You can also die.”


    “Deal.” Regan went for his gun. The soldiers with him did the same.


    “Down!”


    Edward hit the floor at her order, not needing to draw his own gun as Alexa’s Colts crashed.


    Her first two shots were the best, hitting three of the men. One was Regan, though he was saved from death only by the smallest of flinches. The slug plunged through his arm and punched a hole in the tent. Her other bullet went through two necks within an instant of each other, killing the soldiers it hit.


    Regan returned fire wildly in surprise, sending a bullet into the tent floor near the cellar entrance. “Get her!”


    Beside him, the two remaining soldiers darted forward.


    Alexa fired again, sending them into the side of the tent with gaping holes in their foreheads. The tent teetered from the weight, ripping at the seam. Gusts of sand flew into the canvas.


    Edward was amazed. Five seconds and five bodies…except one of them wasn’t dead yet.


    Alexa didn’t come out. Edward followed her lead, staying behind the counter. He did draw his gun in case she needed backup.


    Regan crouched behind an overturned display, cursing his choice to come in before support arrived. Commander Corbin had said it was okay to grab her if Regan thought he could. That one-eyed man was on the way, but it would be too late. There was only one thing to try–the truth. “We have your brother.”


    Silence…


    “He was in Ocean City, waiting for someone.”


    Alexa surprised both men by answering. “You know who he waits for.”


    Regan grimaced, shifting his gun to his uninjured hand. All bunker guards were required to shoot well with both. “Yes, but you’re not going to make it to Safe Haven, are you?”


    “Perhaps I’ll go further than your narrow mind can accept.”


    “We’ll never let you bring Adrian back! If he comes here, Corbin will slaughter every child we hold!”


    Edward felt the air thicken. Death was sweeping their way again.


    “Why does it matter to you, killer of the innocent? He won’t keep you around so long as that.” Alexa laughed harshly. “You have no value.”


    “I will when I bring you in!”


    “You can try, and you can die.”


    Enraged, Regan charged the hole.


    Bang!


    Alexa watched her enemy fall with satisfaction blazing across her cheeks. For his crimes, Regan deserved worse than a fast bullet to the throat, but it was still sweet. She’d hoped he was dead from the tremor trap she’d set, but the scar on his neck said he’d had a narrow escape.


    She holstered as voices came from outside the tent. The gunfire was bringing the townspeople, the next danger.


    Edward spun for a corner, grabbing the two large kits he’d made while she slept. He slung one over each shoulder while moving back toward the den. “Coming down.”


    “Clear.”


    He moved swiftly, landing a second after she did. “Front path!”


    A row of blue lights came to life at his command, showing the exit he wanted.


    Alexa memorized it, glad of the mental map he’d given her.


    The lights went out; her eagle eyes saw him grab two more bags, then head for the exit.


    “They’re coming.” Edward moved faster.


    Alexa followed, listening to the angry, worried mutters of the merchants above them who were discovering the bodies. The surviving government was brutal. Hours from now, only tumbleweeds would remain in Lexington.


    Edward noticed that she followed him silently, not even shifting gravel despite the darkness and unknown terrain. A wave of excitement rose in his heart. He was glad she couldn’t see his face right now. She wanted only cool control. She didn’t need to see how openly happy he was. His second chance, his real life, had begun!


    Alexa smiled indulgently in the dark, estimating that they would travel half a day in these tunnels before he led them to light. He obviously knew them well. She turned her attention to the next part of the quest, content to let him lead. Come daybreak, that would change.
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    Edward and Alexa emerged from the reeking ground almost 11 hours after the map winked off. The dimly fading sunlight was a secret relief. Man wasn’t meant to live under the ground. They’d both felt that clearly while listening to the angry earth rumble and mutter around them as they took a break for rest and food.


    Eager to be back in the light, the sight of their company as they emerged was not welcome. Snakes, some the size of the decaying trees, were spread out over the rocks and boulders that lined the entrance. They were trapped.


    Alexa pulled a plan from her bag of tricks, and slowly drew the crossbow from her belt. She motioned to Edward and they carefully eased back inside the shadows of the dank cave.


    Alexa knelt, adding and then baiting a string with a shiny lure. She didn’t hesitate to fire it after only a bare glance for aim.


    The arrow sailed from her crossbow, shooting out into the dim sky with a whistle that drew attention.


    Unlike the juveniles who made a mad dash while hissing and snapping at each other, the larger snakes watched it start to fall, estimating, before they slithered toward it.


    Alexa made a quick gesture that Edward couldn’t mistake as she headed for the entrance. She jumped up the side of the stone like a cat, and he followed, being as quiet as he could. He hated snakes even more than wolves.


    Alexa took them toward the top, never pausing in her footing. They were 50 feet up before she stopped to look down. Seeing movement at the base of the cliff, she immediately resumed climbing.


    Edward was careful to place his bigger feet where hers had been. Without being told, the man knew she was also picking the ledges with his weight in mind. The beginnings of real trust started to grow.


    Alexa paused, scowling. “They’re coming.”


    Looking down, Edward couldn’t see anything.


    Alexa dug one-handed through her kit while holding onto the ledge. “From the inside.”


    He could feel it as soon as she said it. The stone vibrated under his hands as the reptiles slid through the gaps and crevices, shifting smaller rubble. They were right behind these walls.


    “This is your first test. It’s a bit rougher than I had planned to start you with, so watch me closely and continue to live your new, real life.” Alexa tied a thick rope around her waist, one with a small, hard knot at the other end, which she tossed to him.


    Edward caught it awkwardly in his surprise. Had she pulled that from his thoughts? How powerful was she?


    Edward did better with the rope already around his own waist, only needing the hand knot and the throw back so they were connected by two ropes.


    “Slack is the key.” Alexa got set. “Stand pat while I jump.”


    Edward started to wrap the hand knot tighter and stopped, searching for better footing instead. At that point, she began jumping and his grip on the rope was unbreakable.


    Alexa swung a leg out to stop and landed gracefully on a nearby ledge.


    “Shit!”


    She looked back to see the stone under Edward’s feet crumbling, hungry fangs lunged.


    “That’s mine!” She snapped the rope backward, hard.


    It pulled Edward off the edge and out of reach.


    Alexa’s arms bulged with straining muscles as she guided the falling man to the ledge below her.


    Edward caught himself and remembered to breathe.


    “Ready?”


    He nodded, heart not quite steady. He braced as she jumped again.


     


    It was exhausting, but effective. Fifteen minutes later, they were around the side of the granite cliff. It would take weeks for the hungry reptiles to get through the mountain and at least two days to go around.


    Alexa began to move them downward, body draped in a fine sheen of sweat. Corbin and his henchmen wouldn’t even be able to see smoke from a fire, thanks to the mountain blocking their view. They would be able to sleep.


    Edward was glad to see flat ground gradually moving closer. His arms were on fire. His back and neck were screaming. Alexa had to be feeling the same or worse, but he didn’t hesitate to jump and let her swing him. She was in the lead now.
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    As evening fell, Alexa and Edward sat in front of a small fire, freshly washed and fed. Mugs of chicory coffee in hand, they leaned against the stone cliff and watched the odd slowness of nighttime surround them.


    They’d scouted this site and then hunted together, using their knives. Edward hoped he’d pleased her with his talent. The rabbit hadn’t been a real test, but it had been a neat kill. Her perfect throw had been astoundingly fast. He was already planning on more practice with his blade to match her.


    Edward studied the purple sky and the layer of thick grit that never seemed to dissipate. Somewhere up there was a space station with the bodies of those who’d been there when the war came. Had they run out of water or air first? It was a morbid thought. Edward struggled to ignore the old feeling of rage. Those who’d destroyed the world hadn’t been punished. That still sat wrong with him.


    Alexa listened to the sounds of the night. The wind was restless, upset. Showers of blackened leaves rained down on them steadily. Nature hadn’t liked helping her escape.


    Edward broke the silence reluctantly. “Was it the redhead who shot you?”


    Alexa glanced over. It was only fair Edward knew who their hunters were and what they were capable of to attain their goals. She’d honestly expected him to ask before now. “Regan, yes.”


    “Why?” Edward couldn’t find a reason to kill a magic user instead of selling them. It was unusual for Afterworld.


    “I escaped from a lab.” Alexa’s voice faded into a low mutter as she took two pouches from her cloak pocket. “And was found.”


    Sure of the next question, she gave him a tolerant nod. “As we smoke.”


    Her fingers began to twist the tobacco. The night around them seemed to slow even further.


    “After I escaped, I spent two months hiding underground, evading patrols. The first time I came up, Regan was waiting.”


    Edward listened intently as she told him of her battle for survival in the wastelands.


     


     


    Then


    I’ve stayed below ground as long as I can. It’s time to go back up.


    It had been months, but it wasn’t a surprise that there was someone waiting topside for her. Only who it was caused concern. Regan should have been punished for her escape, not sent out to collect her. Maybe it was just an awful coincidence, but it didn’t feel that way.


    Alexa slowly pushed the dirt and grass cover aside, other hand ready and willing on her gun, but barely able. She hadn’t regained any strength during her months of hiding. Her kind was not meant to be alone, for many reasons.


    Regan tensed, sensing movement more than seeing it. He’d been here for a week, instinct guiding him. That had allowed him to pick up his victim’s trail time after time. Here and now, it had led him to Alexa. Her escape had forced big changes at the compound, including the transfer of a large number of the descendants. His part in it hadn’t been discovered, but it had lingered just the same. Regan would do anything to change that moment. I didn’t get to finish!


    The cover moved.


    Regan’s hand tightened on his rifle. In the trees on the other side of the hole, four soldiers waited for his call. They’d been relaxed a minute ago, but he’d chosen these men for their brains, not their brawn. He motioned them to get ready and they did.


    Regan planned to dart her and take her back to Commander Corbin. He had volunteered for this duty to earn marks with the boss. If he became one of the favored, he would be free to kill while guarding the captives who were being tested. He’d strangled normal survivors and found no thrill in it any longer. Someone with power, though…


     


    The waves of menace coming her way were impossible to miss. Alexa closed the lid. In desperate need or not, she couldn’t go up there yet. She had two other exits, but they were both a mile away in different directions and her weakened condition wouldn’t allow it. She needed to go topside and use her remaining energy on a meal. Unless I steal some of what I need.


    Alexa carefully found a corner and slid down against the wall with one of her Colts still in hand. The other claw-like talon dug into the earth, drawing on a third option that she had employed many times, but never from this source. Her father’s lesson rang in her mind.


    If the enemy is out of reach, convince or force someone else to strike in your place.


     


    Regan scowled in frustration as the lid closed. She knew they were here. Would she run for a different hole or wait for the right moment to fight?


    The evil guard thought of the glimpses he’d gotten. Emaciated and clumsy in weakness, he’d barely missed having enough time to aim before she’d dropped into a hole the first time. The shock of seeing her out in the open gathering water had cost him precious seconds that she’d used to vanish. He hadn’t been sure if she’d spotted him or not, but that was a given now.


    However, her kind needed energy and she clearly hadn’t had time to search for any while the government trucks rolled in and out. After her escape, the big bunker had ordered most of the descendants transferred to other locations, and the traffic had been steady enough to keep Alexa in hiding. What had she been living off of while underground? Raw, whatever it was, because smoke drew quick attention and there hadn’t been reports of any.


    Regan grinned, feeling more confident. Alexa would wait for dark and come up with the intention of killing him, but he would have a surprise in place for her instead. The thought of going in to ferret her out never crossed his mind. Underworld was lethal by itself. Add in Alexa, even weakened, and the odds of coming back up shrank to zero.


    Regan waved at his men to back off and meet up at their campsite half a mile to the south. They would still be able to see her cubbyhole with binoculars, but she wouldn’t be able to hear their plans or movements. Corbin said it was best to be as meticulous as possible when you dealt with a descendant, and while Regan knew he couldn’t be perfect, he intended to win this battle. He was taking her, or her body, back to Corbin. Command had told him dead was acceptable.


    Meeting up with the sixth man guarding their transportation, the recon team gathered around the dingy green hardback, working out a plan.


    Under their feet, Alexa did the same.
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    North of them, the Spirit of Nature was dozing. When winter came, she would expend her stores of furious wrath, but in the harvest time, Nature got to rest. It was a reward for the hard work of her reproductive season, but also for the gathering she’d done. Her army was growing relentlessly. In less than two years, the last of humanity would be exterminated from shores around the world. The southern lands would be the final holdouts, but without the alpha, a beta, and a few others, humans had no chance of winning the war they’d begun.


    Even if all those they needed were to find each other, something Nature would never allow, they would still have to travel to where she dwelled. It was the only place to close the gates, the only soil where she could be challenged and possibly even defeated. Should such a group make it to her shores, Nature would still be a formidable opponent, with legions of faithful followers that were eager for the fight.


    “Warning!”


    Drawn into alertness, Nature marked the feeling of a descendant and forced herself to start waking early. Someone was gathering energy from the dirt. They’re taking what isn’t theirs!


    Nature’s fury rose quicker than her alertness. She retaliated without thought or pause.


     


    As soon as the ground began to shake, Alexa was on her feet and lunging for the cover. Being buried wasn’t in her plans, only a much-needed distraction and a small bit of energy to start her next bid for freedom. Gun still in hand, she shoved the lid over and hoisted herself into the daylight. All she had to do was get out of sight during the chaos.


    The tremor raced through the ground like a bomb blast. The waiting soldiers were caught unaware. The earth under their boots split, cracking violently in protest.


    “Stay still!”


    Two of the men ran instead of obeying Regan, jumping gaps that opened as a loud roar rattled in their heads. So much for them having brains!


    “There she is!”


    Regan turned too late to stop his second in command from being shot in the head before he could lower the hand he had been pointing with. Regan fired toward the shadow fleeing through the shower of falling leaves. Damn quake!


    Regan fired again and had a moment’s satisfaction when the shadow flinched, stumbled. I hit her!


    To his frustration, she took off running again, telling him it wasn’t a serious injury.


    The tremor’s strength increased noticeably, ground tearing open near where she’d emerged. Finding her gone, the roar grew almost intolerable. The tremor was also hunting Alexa. The grinding of earth shifted toward where she’d vanished.


     “Come on!” Regan’s shout was distorted but understandable.


    The remaining soldiers gave chase.


    Taking advantage of the violent shaking, Alexa hefted herself into the first branch of a thick tree, gasping. She was almost out of energy, out of time. In half a minute, this tree would likely be uprooted.


    A soldier darted under her without looking up, then another.


    The ground behind them was ripping open in wide gouges that Alexa was sure were being guided by the tree she’d chosen. Its panicked pleas for mercy were vibrating through her head like a bell.


    A third soldier ran under the tree as the tremor pounded closer.


    Regan neared her location.


    Alexa tensed.


    As if in response, the ground stilled. Nature hunted her silently now, determined to recover the energy that had been stolen.


    The trio of soldiers didn’t go far. “Fall back!”


    “Find a track!”


    Regan felt Alexa’s glare, turning, arm lifting.


    Alexa dropped onto Regan’s back, arms snaking around his throat. Her lips melded to his skin, drawing hard. Energy flooded her throat at the exchange, sinking into her like water through dirt.


    “Not again!” Regan slung her hot weight to the ground, finger tightening on the trigger. Dead was acceptable.


    Alexa was helpless as his energy flew through her body, unable to move until it recharged her. All he had to do was fire and the quest was over. If Nature didn’t take the bait now, it was all for naught. “Please forgive me, Father…”


    Regan leered, mouth opening.


    The other soldiers saw the trap. “Look out!”


    Behind the evil man, the tree was shoved out of the ground. Tilting backward as it fell, the earth separated. Thick roots rose under Regan’s feet, tripping him. The shifting tangles of dirt snared his ankles, seeming to jerk him off his feet.


    Regan slapped the ground with his face.


    Slimy roots slithered eagerly his way.


    Alexa immediately darted for cover. Even in her vulnerable condition, she was behind the trees and out of sight seconds later.


    Behind her, gunfire and screams filled the air. It was a common sound in Afterworld.


     


     


    Now


    Alexa didn’t need to look at Edward to know he was finding her story a bit incredible. She didn’t disabuse him of the notion that she was embellishing. He would see for himself in time. Without another word, she slid down into her bedroll and closed her eyes.


    Edward watched her for a long moment, suspecting encounters like that might mark their quest. He could only hope he would be able to react through the shock.
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    “Should we bury them?”


    The Commander’s harsh, one-eyed glare made the lower ranked man take a step back. Garbed in dark clothes and deadly gear, Corbin’s most outstanding feature was his missing eye. He kept a patch over it, but the sense of menace was still thick. “Burn it.”


    They’d come too late to aid Regan in recapturing the woman and found his body instead. Regan’s skills as an interrogator would be missed, but not his clumsiness. He liked to kill, but he wasn’t good at it. It was better that he wasn’t around anymore to expose what really took place on the bottom floors of their scientific compound.


    Corbin studied the abandoned shacks and tents around them as the order was carried out. This was the first sighting of their prey in months. Alexa had been careful to stay on the move after the tracking venom had cleared out of her system. Before that, she’d been traceable but unattainable due to her preference for being underground.


    Regan’s call had been unexpected, though the loss of him and his squad wasn’t. When challenging someone like Alexa, four teams of men were required, and sometimes more. Corbin was glad Regan had chosen to try and lost. Corbin didn’t want Alexa recaptured, though the big bunker would never know that.


    The bodies flamed up brilliantly with a little chemical help.


    The soldiers moved back to avoid the flying debris and the smell. When their commander motioned toward the rest of the abandoned town, his men obeyed. They had no problem with setting fires. It was a benefit of being topside. No one cared if it burned.


    “Where has she gone?” Corbin glared at the short, hunched over man at his side. If she had left with someone, and their slow packing informant had fearfully told them that was the case, then she’d begun the quest. In all the years they’d tracked Alexa, she’d never taken partners. With that proof, Corbin would be able to negotiate a different sort of future for her with his superiors, one that didn’t involve death. At least, not yet. “Can you get anything, Rabbit?”


    Paul shook his shaggy head. The screen in his hand showed only static. “It wore off. The tracker juice only lasts a few weeks…and you know that.” Paul didn’t want to draw fire, but he was unable to pass up the opportunity to call Corbin on something. He was only alive at the Commander’s whims, but it did little to curb his hatred. Paul had been raised in the complex, and been trained to work in the lab. He’d spent the last 20 years developing technology for the government that was holding him captive.


    “Yes, I do.” Corbin glared back. He was very aware of the scientist’s talents, but he despised the gifted weakling for caving to servitude. Still, it had its uses to have a genius on the team. Paul had the blond hair and blue eyes of the descendant marker, but both were cloudy, not quite in line with the other subjects. Those few he had contact with were always sure to behave carefully in case he was Corbin’s eyes and ears. “How about a guess?”


    Paul hesitated. Corbin was tall and imposing, with a quick fist and an even quicker coverup when one of his favorite men got into trouble. Paul wasn’t one of those, though he frequently wished he was. Due to the war, Corbin’s brutal research was mostly unhampered by authority. He ran his complex as he saw fit, and only the annual visit brought outsiders from the big government bunker. Four times a year he also had to send reports and specimens, but those went with a flunkey. Until the escape, Corbin and his closest men hadn’t been topside in two years. If Paul made the man angry enough, Corbin would kill him or leave him out here in this ugly wilderness. “To gather the rest of her crew?”


    “Then they’ll bring Adrian back, and come for the others.”


    “Yes.” Paul agreed reluctantly with Corbin’s assessment. “She knows the kids are still being held, even if it’s not in the same bunker. When she tells Adrian, he’ll come home.”


    Corbin’s new personal man stepped closer. Shane had never met those he was guarding. He had been surprised to get the order to come up here. “Why don’t they use their gifts to escape?”


    Paul knew that answer. “They can’t because of the bond. They’re connected. None of them are strong enough to walk away from the others. That’s why they’re so lightly guarded.”


    “What about this one?” Shane didn’t return the scientist’s curious look. “She left them all and didn’t look back.”


    The woman had looked back, but Paul didn’t correct the well-built man. “She’s not like the others. She’s an Alpha.”


    There was only one stronger than her that they’d ever discovered. It was really no surprise to Corbin that those in charge wanted her dead. She and her infamous father were threats. “She doesn’t follow them. They follow her.”


    The Commander moved toward the jeeps. Even Alexa had been unable to completely resist the pull. She had come back once, right after her escape, and found an empty compound. She’d shown up alone, but Corbin had little doubt that she would have been successful in rescuing them had the children still been inside. “Let’s go.”


    “Back to the compound to deliver your report?” Paul eagerly slid behind the wheel. They were in the mountains this time. He felt safe inside those granite walls.


    “No. Send it in this time. Use Shane.” Corbin started taking maps from his folder. “We’re not going back.”


    Paul didn’t like the note of steel in the Commander’s voice. “Until we find her, right?”


    Corbin slowly turned his head, one eye glaring furiously.


    Paul braced to be hurt. He never knew if the punishment would be mental or physical, but it was always painful.


    “You are never going back there, Rabbit. Now that the quest has begun, your days of comfort in a complex are over. You’re my tracker.” Corbin smiled cruelly. “I’m almost sure you’ll die somewhere along the way. Your kind always does.”


    Corbin enjoyed the injured look on Paul’s thick face, but only a brief moment of it. There were more important things to handle than a weakling who would never grow up to take his place. Paul’s days were numbered and Corbin liked making sure the boy knew it.


    Paul didn’t say anything else, but he understood Corbin was scared of the quest he’d allowed to start. The legend of Safe Haven and Adrian’s return had been smothered and twisted, but the heart of it couldn’t be changed. Alexa would find Adrian and then Adrian would come back, but not just for Corbin. The legend insisted Adrian would exterminate those who’d caused the war. Surely that meant all of the surviving government? Those in charge were terrified of it, so much so that they’d put a bounty on Adrian’s head that rivaled any in history. Assassins of all sorts would flood this land upon the slightest rumor of the Alpha’s return.


    That thought allowed Paul to ignore the stench of charring flesh as they drove by the flaming pile of bodies. When Adrian came home, he and all the others being held captive would be set free. Knowing Alexa’s quest had truly begun sent hope deep into Paul’s heart. A second chance, no matter who you were or what you’d done… Who wouldn’t want that?


  


  
    
​Chapter Three



    Descendants
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    Long before a cold dawn, Alexa and Edward were enjoying the warmth left from breakfast embers. As they shared a rolled smoke, she told him of their coming adventure. After the snakes, she’d felt it wise to let him sleep before explaining the newest danger to be faced. “The government rats on my trail will never stop hunting me. They will be a constant battle.”


    Edward nodded, easily ignoring his sore places. They were minor twinges that wouldn’t prevent him from functioning. “I assumed so.”


    “They’ll hunt in every place we go.”


    He heard the tone. “But?”


    “We must not let them keep us from the quest.” She unfolded a battered map of the surrounding area. “We head here next.”


    Edward’s eyes narrowed onto the spot she’d pointed out. It was granite mountain terrain. He shrugged. “I go where you go.”


    Satisfied, Alexa shook her head at the dregs, letting him enjoy it. “Are you set for two days of straight travel?”


    “Four times as much.” He opened his mouth again, to question how it would work, but Alexa’s words stopped him.


    “We have no need for division. Everything is shared.”


    Edward went back to his coffee and smoke. They’d spent a calm night, and after seeing her in action, he wasn’t dreading the trek. She would lead and he would follow.


    It was odd, however, to be topside as dawn arrived–for both of them. There was silence as they watched the dark green sky begin to lighten. This new world was full of things Edward barely understood. Safety, what little there was to be had, came from staying in the light, but it was something he was already sure Alexa wouldn’t do.


    Edward looked toward his new companion as he had the thought, wondering if her strengths included such things. Did this hard woman know how to handle that darkness? They’d camped around a small fire at the base of the cliff and she hadn’t stood a watch or slept lightly. He’d been up before her, as well. Did those things matter? Edward sensed a toughness and ability to deal with whatever came, but if she was careless, they would both die with the quest unfinished.


    “Speak your mind.”


    Drawing in a breath, Edward did. “We should have a guard when we camp, and use cover for our fire.”


    “Do you think so?”


    Her curt words made him look up to find an almost mocking expression. She already knew those things. He flushed at his own arrogance.


    “I felt no need to guard what could only be had if the snakes were conquered first. The screams and gunfire would have warned us.”


    His cheeks darkened further at the obvious answer.


    “You are not wrong to question.” Alexa rose to her feet. “In your place, I would do the same.”


    Edward hurried to kick sand over the coals and catch up. He wouldn’t again, though. One disdainful glance from those eyes had already been lesson enough. She was the leader on this quest, and the position was well-earned. Time would prove it.
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    They traveled on foot for the next two days, finally reaching her goal as late afternoon fell. Set on two acres of almost flat, wooded ground, the bunker was much smaller than the Utah facility, but more fortified. A mere 10 feet of it was unearthed, and the single door was time locked except in case of a fire. There was no way they were storming those walls. Those inside would have to come out.


    Finding this alternate underground bunker hadn’t been hard for Alexa after her escape, but leaving once she had was a torment that she still carried. Alone, she’d had little hope of keeping these kids free once she rescued them and they couldn’t come along on her quest. Then there was also the question of what to do with the children once the soldiers picked up the trail. Until she’d had that settled, taking them away from here hadn’t been an option. That opinion had changed now. She would free them before Corbin chose to use them against her again. Even a week’s hunted freedom was a small light of hope that would spread to the other captives.


    And it would rattle Corbin. He knew the quest had begun. His determination to find Safe Haven matched her own, but not his intelligence. If he’d been truly smart, he would have killed her long ago. It was a mistake that either she or her father would see that he paid for at some point.


    Alexa glanced over at the tired, determined man at her side. She hadn’t had an energy source to draw from then either. She wouldn’t have been able to send for the birds after her escape. The woman wondered briefly what Edward’s reaction would be to finding out that his energy was a part of why he was here. The Horseman hadn’t been with her long enough to know it was a lot more than that. She honestly needed a crew for this journey, but he would think it was the only purpose he had. Would he still be at her side after that revelation? Alexa pushed the worry away, and continued studying the bunker.


    Edward stared in concern at the concrete entrance set into the granite cliffs. They’d spent almost two days getting here, hard hours where he’d copied her movements and habits, and tried not to feel inferior. She hadn’t stopped the entire time–not to eat or sleep–and even bathroom breaks were only quick trips into the brush.


    They hadn’t encountered any problems, other than the wind that was cold enough to make eyes water. Edward had been glad of the goggles and gloves she’d had in her kit for him. Her own skin didn’t seem to get cold; he had envied her steady stride more than once. Now that they were here, Edward was grateful it was over so he could sit down and try to feel his feet again.


    Alexa was aware of his soreness. She had her own aches and pains, but if she let him rest, he would stiffen up and be useless for an entire day.


    Grimacing at the pop of her knees as she stood, she waved him to the place directly behind her. “Watch the south.”


    Edward started to argue that he was too exhausted to be part of a mission, but stopped himself. Had he thought a quest with her would be easy?


    They moved toward the main door openly, hands hovering over holsters.


    The guards inside noticed them in shock. Other than those inside, they hadn’t seen a survivor in years. Alarms began to blare all over the government compound.


    “Stay behind me, no matter what.”


    “Aye.” Thinking it was to guard her back, Edward did as he was told while wishing he’d asked what her plan was.


    She stopped 10 yards from the reinforced door, an easy range for anyone decent with a gun. Edward waited tensely to see her shot.


    Alexa concentrated, eyes fluttering closed. In her mind, doors swung open. “The time has come… I have come!”


    Inside the bunker, guards were distracted from their entertainments by captives surging for freedom. Alexa and her companion were quickly forgotten.
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    Edward watched the door, hoping he would be able to kill the first one out or maybe convince them to negotiate for whatever it was that she wanted from this place. The noises behind those doors were louder than a government complex should be. His hand tensed as the lock clicked.


    “Stand your ground.” Her words were firm.


    Edward let go of his holster. Before he could ask anything, the door swung open and kids began streaming out. Dressed in white pants and shirts, many of them were stained with bright red streaks and splatters, telling Edward how their freedom had been gained. They helped each other, carrying the younger ones. As they got closer, he was horrified at their bruised, abused conditions.


    Some of the kids moved alertly to Alexa’s side, but most headed straight for the trees and disappeared.


    “Should I try to get them?”


    “No.”


    The group around them slowly grew from a dozen, to two and then three. Edward swallowed a frown. How many children are in there?


    Two tall girls of about 13 ran to Alexa and threw themselves at her boots. Crying her name, the bald twins were frantic in their grief and joy.


    “We did it!”


    “We killed them all!”


    “There’s no one left inside! We killed them all!”


    Alexa’s hands settled onto each head. “You did what you had to.”


    The girls visibly calmed, quieting.


    Alexa swept the large group of kids, seeing the injured and weakest had been left with her. The kids who had run stood little hope of evading the soldiers with an injured party. She looked at the bunker and then back down at the twins. “You’re sure there’s no one left?”


    “Yes.” The simultaneously spoken words were eerie. “They took many to other places when we moved. This complex held only 200.”


    They had half of that number around them now and only minutes before a patrol would discover the escape. Alexa closed her eyes, sending out the power again. Without being told, the children joined her, feeding off their joy at finally being free.


    Edward listened to the waves of power with a slightly disbelieving ear. It was like a call for help and a challenge in one. He forced himself not to wince as it grew stronger. He wasn’t anxious to see what they were calling to, but he was honored to be a part of something as noble as rescuing children. He stood proudly behind his boss.


    The thought of traveling with these kids all the way to find Safe Haven didn’t cross Edward’s mind until he began really looking at them. Some of their injuries wouldn’t allow a slow trip, let alone a fast flight. What would Alexa do?


    Watch the south side.


    Clearly, that’s where she expected trouble to come from. He turned his attention that way in time to see a pack of large dogs running toward them.


    “Look out!” Edward started firing before the snarling animals were close enough to hurt the kids. He heard Alexa spin to do the same.


    Their guns barked loudly, drawing screams and running feet that they were forced to ignore as more dogs burst from the south perimeter and charged their way.


    Edward let go of his control and proved his words of being very, very good with his gun.


    The pack thinned quickly as he protected the kids. Alexa stopped firing to watch. There weren’t so many dogs left that he couldn’t handle it, so she studied his technique, his fast reload with only a seconds’ pause. He was better than good. He was on her level. Excellent.


    The perimeter soldiers followed the dogs from the trees. Edward switched targets, hitting them with beautiful headshots before they could draw and fire. He blew them off their feet, never hesitating. These men had held the kids, hurt them. Time to pay for that!


    Alexa let him take care of the dozen guards, ready to hit any that he missed, but there was only a thick silence after he stopped firing that said he could have handled much more. The few bullets the soldiers had managed to get off hit nothing vital.


    Instinct made her turn suddenly. “Get down! Down! Down!”


    A second squad of soldiers came from the side of the bunker. The kids scrambled to get out of the line of fire as Alexa resumed pulling the trigger.


    Edward finished the last two guards on his side, then turned to help Alexa.


    More of the kids ran for the trees, unable to take the noise.


    Alexa let them go. The mental ties that had kept them all captive were guilt-laden cords that no longer existed. Their kind wouldn’t leave a man behind if they had another choice, but it didn’t mean they wanted to be around each other. After the torments these kids had suffered, being left alone to fend for themselves was a relief.


    The soldiers were all down, with only a few wounded for Edward to pick off from where he stood.


    Alexa spotted the darkening sky. Their call had gone through. “Mind the south!”


    Alexa’s words snapped Edward from his shock at the sight of so many doves diving down from the apocalyptic sky. The white and gray birds were everywhere now. He couldn’t help observing in amazement as they landed on the children. Giggles and laughter rose with the wind. The amusement was a powerful noise that seemed to improve their health as he watched.


    More doves flew down, surrounding the group. The kids lifted happy arms covered with the old symbols of peace, twirling.


    Alexa pointed toward the trees that held the freshly beaten path from those who’d fled. A large part of the flock took flight. The doves surged toward the woods.


    Edward assumed they were headed for the other children. He started to ask what the doves were for, but the sound of engines made his gun lift. “Company! From the South!”


    Alexa looked at the twin girls huddling by her feet. She didn’t speak, but they both nodded shakily.


    “Yes, we will.”


    “We thank you for the honor.”


    Alexa’s tone was gentle. “Do the best you can.”


    The girls stood up.


    Edward knew to move out of their way as a large group of jeeps and trucks came into view. They rolled up the winding drive with men checking their guns, getting set to open fire.


    Alexa stood behind the twins, face impassive to the threat. “You are of age. Take your place among my father’s army.”


    Both girls had tears running down their cheeks, but Edward wasn’t sure if it was joy or pain that had caused it. Their hands tightened on each other as small blue flickers of magic shot into the air, merging with the gritty sky. The twins screamed simultaneously. “Barrier!”


    Edward flinched back as a vivid bolt of lightning forked across the roiling clouds above them.


    The convoy of soldiers hurried closer, gaining speed. Half a mile before they reached the freed kids, the vehicles in the front of the convoy crashed violently into an invisible barrier. The explosions were immense. Flaming debris bounced off the force field and sprayed the other jeeps that swerved to miss the wreckage.


    Alexa placed a hand on each of the twins’ arms. The barrier lit up in a flash of white light that exploded over the soldiers. It grew blinding, forcing Edward’s eyes down. When he looked back up, nothing moved on the other side of the now very visible barrier except for smoke and fire.


    Edward saw Alexa stumble to her knees and found himself at her side without a thought. “Are you okay?”


    The twins had scrambled back anxiously, but his concern for Alexa was obvious. They comforted him from a few feet away.


    “She just needs to catch her breath.”


    The double timbre made him look up. “You’re sure?”


    To his surprise, they both giggled. The sound floated over the other huddling children, telling them the trouble was over.


    “She is the Alpha’s daughter.”


    As if that explained it, they turned from him and moved back toward the bunker. Many of the other children followed.


    “Aren’t they going with us?”


    Alexa slowly shook her head at his confusion. “The doves will carry their messages. Until someone comes for them, they will live off compound stock.”


    “We can’t leave them here.”


    Alexa waved at the fading barrier and the fiery wreckage. “Did you not see what they are capable of?”


    “But without you–”


    “They are safer.” Alexa pushed to her feet. “They were drugged, beaten, starved, and threatened with each other’s pain. I have freed them in the way that will allow them to survive. Any soldiers who come will be killed.”


    “And when the big bunker sends more men?”


    Alexa shrugged. “Their first patrols will be wiped out if any of these kids still remain here, but it will be months before anyone important knows what happened.”


    Feeling better about their future, Edward had to ask one last question. “What about those who have no one to come for them?”


    “They’ll find a family, if they think they need one, but these children are not human as you know the word. Only a few of them require a mother.” Alexa’s tone said she wanted that job, but it wasn’t supposed to be hers. “From a young age, they are left to fend for themselves. They sometimes find their parents after reaching legal age, but because of government trackers, it’s not safe for them to have families before then. They’ll stay low and wait.”


    “Wait for what?”


    Alexa turned toward the bunker without answering, but it sent her thoughts straight to the reason she now existed. These kids and hundreds more like them were waiting for a place where the light of peace would let them grow in protection and guidance. That place was Safe Haven and that leader was her father. Adrian had no idea so many of them existed. If he had, he never would have left. She had to find Safe Haven. It’s time for him to come home.
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    They spent the night in the bunker with the kids.


    There were roughly three dozen who hadn’t fled, ages 10 to 15, and while they didn’t avoid each other, it was clear that they weren’t a close group. They didn’t talk or joke like normal children, but they didn’t fight either. The cleanup of the ground floor was done without anyone ordering it. The bodies were dragged outside, the blood scrubbed up, and food rations were distributed. Injured kids were placed on cots near the main door to be grabbed quickly if they needed to run.


    All the while, Alexa spent time with them, but not normal time of comfort and care. It was more like a line of subjects waiting to see a King. They sat in a small circle around her as she answered each one of their requests in a tone that held Edward mesmerized. She didn’t intend to stay and care for them or even get them settled somewhere, and yet these kids acted like she was their savior. What am I missing?


    “She’s an Alpha.”


    It came from the twins and was spoken in an arrogant doubled tone that said he knew nothing about the quest he’d joined.


    Edward gave a soft snort. “Clearly. Is it okay to ask what that means?”


    The twins turned eyes to Alexa, who looked up, and then nodded. She went back to the current child’s request to learn fire making.


    The twins gestured toward a quieter area in the corner.


    Edward followed slowly.


    “An Alpha is a direct descendant of the Creator.”


    Edward blinked and then frowned. “Some joke.”


    The twins were used to that response. “The war came because someone found out the governments have always known we exist. It had to be covered up.”


    Edward was shaking his head. “The war was a terrorist–”


    “No!”


    The double shout shut his mouth and opened his ears. The pain their anger caused was like the nauseating jab of a headache that he vowed not to experience again.


    “Descendants have been hunted throughout history. They’ve given birth to oil barons, presidents, and death with human hands.”


    “To keep control and achieve their own ends, they destroyed the world.”


    Edward felt the truth behind it. There was no denying it with those blazing voices in his head, too, but his heart still protested such betrayal. “That can’t be.”


    Other kids had come to their table, listening to both the spoken and mental words.


    The twins looked uncomfortable. Edward got the sense that it was as painful for them to say as it was for him to hear.


    “They could have stopped the fighting and death at any time. All they had to do was bring us together with an Alpha and the world would have had peace.”


    “But there is no power in peace. They did not want that.”


    Forgetting his protest in eagerness to know more about Alexa, Edward leaned forward. “Like what you did today?”


    The taller twin shrugged. “That was a very small show of what we can do together. It’s why they don’t usually keep us in the same place.”


    “Usually?”


    “Sometimes they have one in the room with us…when we’re doing things.”


    “So that it’s stronger?” He was drawn into the mystery of it.


    The twins scowled, causing him to lean quickly back.


    “So the Alphas don’t kill them all like we’ve done here! They remind us constantly that they hold others like us across the world. A rebellion would cause their deaths.”


    A low mutter came from one of the other kids at their table. “As it may now that we’ve risen up.”


    The taller twin turned furious eyes toward the older boy. “An Alpha ordered it. You will not question!”


    The teenager bowed his head immediately at the reprimand. “I’m sorry!”


    Edward was in shock, but not so much that his brain had ceased to make connections. “You’re both Alphas, too.”


    The twins didn’t seem as young anymore as they looked back at him with their fiery eyes. “We are Betas. Betas serve the Alpha when we come of age.”


    “Gifts like ours come with age, but she chose to give them to us early for our wisdom.”


    And your help, Edward thought, forgetting they could read his mind.


    Both twins gave a scornful grunt.


    “She did not need the help of untrained children.”


    “She chose to give us justice.”


    They turned toward Alexa and spoke simultaneously. “We are honored.”


    Edward sat back, trying to soak it all in. After what he’d seen today, it was hard to deny. His mind wanted to insist it wasn’t possible, but that wasn’t the way things were in this new world. Sudden, brutal changes had come to this land so fast that it was hard to adjust… But I’ll get to be with Alexa. He stiffened. Alexa was an Alpha. Could she read his mind?


    As soon as he had the thought, she looked over at him and raised a brow. Will that be a problem?


    He flushed, shaking his head. No. After all this, it will take more than mindreading to get rid of me.


    The twins giggled at the exchange. “That’s also because she’s an Alpha.”


    “Mindreading?”


    “The attraction.” They laughed again. “Alphas are meant to bring people together.”


    “Like the world would need after an apocalypse.” His thoughts went back to Alexa. “Is that her job?”


    The twins obviously knew, but a quick look from the warrior woman held them silent. Whatever the answer was, Alexa didn’t want him to know. Edward switched his line of questioning. “Will you guys be all right here? Is there anything you need done before we go?”


    “We will fend for ourselves.”


    The curt response drove in the impression that freedom meant a great deal to these abused kids. Edward didn’t want to believe the government had sacrificed the world to keep control of them. Why would they deny the world peace to keep the hate alive?


    “As they’ve told you, peace comes with no power. They cannot use it to line their pockets or increase their importance.” Alexa moved their way. “To create a perfect weapon though, that is control in endless amounts.”


    Edward nodded in acceptance. It fit together too well for it to be anything but the truth. He’d scorned the rumors before to stand in loyal defense of his country, but he’d been blind. My faith in America was unfounded.


    Alexa denied that. “Not so. Your faith in those leaders was unfounded, but you haven’t had that for a while now anyway. The ideal of freedom is worth our support. This country was built on blood and tears. We shall shed both in our quest to see it survive.”
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    Morning came with sounds that Edward hadn’t heard since childhood. Shouts, laughs, bangs, and slams echoed through the top level of the compound where they’d chosen to sleep. The kids are up.


    He smiled at the thought. He wasn’t fond of children, but those twins were handy. When bedtime had come, all they’d done was send a calm look around and the room had been deserted in seconds. He assumed the others didn’t mind following the girls, but he wasn’t sure. Their bond was something he guessed a person had to feel to understand. He didn’t yet, but after witnessing what these kids could do, he had accepted that they were dangerous.


    Some of these bright-eyed youngsters had never once experienced the outside world. Edward assumed the bunkers were lined with something that kept their calls in, but he hadn’t thought to ask about it last night.


    Being here in a government complex again, should have been a nightmare for him. Instead, it had been enlightening. When they left, it would be hard to walk away. How had Alexa been able to do it?


    He thought about the twins saying she hadn’t really needed their help, that she’d been giving them justice. If that was true, then she hadn’t needed his help either. Why hadn’t she set them free before? And why had she come for him first if she didn’t need the help?


    Those were the questions he asked as soon as he slid onto the bench across from her. He waited while a quick look from her cleared the table.


    Alexa’s tone was even. “Only once more.”


    He nodded, understanding his training was about to really begin. There would be no open questioning after this.


    “When they keep us drugged, we get very weak. Calls have no strength to penetrate walls, fire only flickers. On medication, they can control our gifts. Between experiments, we are put back to sleep. When I escaped, my condition was the worst it has ever been. I needed time to regain my mental clarity and I had to have energy from a willing source.”


    His eyes went to hers, mind replaying their meeting and that vivid bolt of blue light. She’d recharged from him. Understanding fell into place. These were carriers of the light. They couldn’t feed from an unclean source like those holding them captive and it kept them weak, under control. Now, these kids would be able to seek out new energy sources and regain their own health.


    Alexa smiled patiently. “We are descendants of the Creator. He needed people, so we do, too. Without others to love us, to follow us, we are desolate. With those things, we have enough hope to save the world.”


    “That’s the true quest, right?”


    “Yes. We were born to this time and place to help rebuild and fix the errors of the past. The war was our fresh start. We need only take advantage of it.”


    “And Safe Haven?”


    Her eyes darkened with a powerful longing. “Holds the key to it all.”


    “Adrian. Adrian. Adrian.”


    The younger kids chanted it, drawing Alexa’s attention. She smiled generously, sending a wave of light through the room. “Yes. With Adrian, we will create a future to be lived in, not just survived. We will prosper and fill this dead world with our love. You are now a part of that, Edward. Do your duty with honor.”


    “I will.”
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    Leaving was just as hard for Edward as he had thought it would be. His protective heart demanded that he stay until each of these fragile children had someone to care for their needs. He lingered in the doorway that Alexa had already gone through without pausing. Here, he could help. Out there with her, he was only a food source. Finally understanding it came with a sickening feeling of being raised for the slaughter. This is what livestock would feel like if they knew.


    The children looked back at him without expressions, letting him make his own choice. If he wanted to stay, he was welcome. He had come with Alexa and that gave him the right.


    “Would you stay, Edward, or go with me? Make your choice now.” Her tone from just outside the door wasn’t unkind.


    He looked at the kids again, searching harder. Did they want him to stay?


    “No…and yes.” Alexa began moving away from the door. “You are a connection to me, but you are also a killer. They fear that rubbing off. You have little use to them except as someone to train or entertain.”


    Flushing, Edward spun toward her. “And what am I to you beyond an energy source and a servant?!”


    The warrior woman stopped. She slowly turned back to look at him with glowing blue eyes that promised he already held great value to her. “You are a dangerous tool that I will wield against the darkness that threatens to consume us all.”


    Alexa didn’t use her gift on him, but she didn’t wait, either. She walked away. To sacrifice his life for these children’s safety was worthy. That he felt the same need to help them won more of her respect. If he chose to stay, she wouldn’t hold it against him.


    Edward glanced back to find the crowded room behind him now empty. He hadn’t heard them go, and it made his choice. Clearly, they were stronger than he was giving them credit for. They would be a fascination to be delighted in for sure, but would he look at the night sky and still long to be at Alexa’s side?


    Yes. They’d only been together for a few days, but he already knew more about the world. Life with her would always be hard, thrilling, exhilarating, real.


    The fighter pulled up his hood and stepped through the bunker doorway with grim excitement filling his stomach. He’d just chosen to leave these children to follow Alexa to his death. The first heavy guilt-cord settled onto his shoulders.


    He held his head up in response. Her goals were honorable. She wasn’t settling for helping just one group of kids. She wanted to save them all. That could only happen when they found Safe Haven.


    Edward caught up quickly, resuming the place she’d put him in for the march here.


    Alexa didn’t wave or even look at the kids as they stared from the windows and neither did he. The quest had truly begun now. There was no turning back.


     


    The next month was the best of Edward’s life as Alexa trained him and trusted him with her secrets during their runs for food and gear. They moved steadily east, hunting for signs of Safe Haven. His only regret was that they couldn’t remain alone. At some point, Alexa would add a new member to their crew. If not for the quest, Edward would have begged for it to never happen. He didn’t want to share her.


    If not for the quest, Alexa would have said the same.
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    Before the war, I was afraid of roller coasters.


    Daniel realized it with a start, allowing the quiet dirt bike to come to a slow stop on the twisting incline. Scarred and gouged from his reckless lifestyle, his sweaty legs braced the bike easily despite the angle. Set into the side of a mountain, Suicide Cliff was no easy ride and there was only one way down from this far up.


    “And I hated amusement parks!”


    It was a minor revelation compared to the others he’d made since the war and to what he was about to do, but for a boy whose family had run a carnival, it was a door to understanding the past that brought him to this point of no return. He didn’t care about the result. He only wanted to understand why he was doing it before it was done.


    Daniel and his family, all nine of them, had been equal partners in the Ocean Walk Carnival. It had been great most of the time. He’d learned to do the performances his parents and older siblings wanted at first, and eventually he’d developed his own skill to contribute to the family legacy–stunts.


    There wasn’t a bike on the planet that Daniel couldn’t ride. He’d been on them all during his years in the public view. He’d grown reckless as the thrills faded. He’d been hurt more times than he could remember, but it had never stopped him. There was little in life that Daniel had feared before the war. He’d lost the only thing he wanted before his family had bought the carnival. From flaming hoops to long gaps over cars, he’d jumped anything they put in his path, but he had been terrified of roller coasters.


    “Why?” He crankily scanned the cool darkness that hung over the scraggy trees and sharp boulders. “It wasn’t the height.”


    Daniel got the dirt bike rolling again, not being particularly careful on the two-foot-wide trail that was blazed in the stone. Where he was headed, it didn’t matter.


    “Was it being out of my comfort zone?” he wondered suddenly, vaguely aware of a humming sound coming from the west. The wastelands made odd noises, often. It wasn’t a reason for concern on a good day. On this night, it mattered even less. If the final gates had fallen, his end would come quicker, that’s all.


    Unfazed by the thought, Daniel sped up as he returned to his mental dissection. Why had he hated roller coasters? His brothers and sisters had spent their work breaks in line for the biggest one that they maintained, filling the dinner table with tales of how they’d rode the front car of the Python with their arms held high.


    Daniel had never done that. Every time he got in that front seat, or any of those behind it, his stomach knotted up and he worried over being sick before the short ride could end. His armpits dripped sweat and nervous gas had made the other kids laugh. When the car chugged up the hill, finally reaching the summit, the best he could manage was a weak yell with his eyes closed and his hands clenched tightly around the lap rail. It had been a large source of embarrassment during his childhood and then humiliation as he grew older.


    “The Daredevil’s afraid of a little thing like riding a roller coaster! Ha-ha!”


    Daniel pushed the bike faster around the last hairpin turn, letting gravity carry him through it. Gravity was something he could count on to always be there, something he would experience intensely in just a minute more.


    “It wasn’t the idea of falling, or the death waiting if the coaster flew off the rails…”


    Daniel found the answer as he neared the summit, the small, clear area where he planned to end his life.


    “It was control!”


    If he had been driving the coaster, it wouldn’t have haunted him, but because he could only raise his arms to whatever the Python wanted to dish out, he was captive, unable to do that. He hadn’t been able to surrender control.


    Daniel slowed the bike as he reached the almost level ground at the top of the cliff. He didn’t see the mysterious beauty of the glowing apocalypse sky, nor the shadowy forms of two people walking steadily toward him from the west. All he saw was freedom from his torment. “One last ride…”


    “The Daredevil’s afraid of a little thing like riding a roller coaster! Ha-ha!”


    His rage flared to life, as bright as any of the explosions that had destroyed the world. “Not anymore. That world, that Daniel, is dead.” The war had seen to it with a few seconds and a single stray bullet during the chaos. He’d fired it. I killed my mother.


    Pain rushed him in waves. Daniel hit the handle, sending fuel rushing into the bike.


    It jumped forward eagerly in response.


    As the bike neared the edge, Daniel’s hands slowly crept into the air, surrendering control for the first time in his life. He managed to keep them there as the bike went over the cliff, but his eyes didn’t open. Feeling it would be enough. He didn’t want to see it.
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    Alexa darted toward the man’s broken body and Edward tried to keep pace while scanning the barren landscape that surrounded them. Why they were wasting their time, he had no idea. Anyone who fell from that high up wasn’t going to survive.


    Alexa increased her speed.


    Edward was unable to stay at her side. She streaked across the parched desert floor, leaving him behind.


    Edward hurried. As he went, he suddenly thought maybe he understood her hurry. Maybe she’s hungry.


    Alexa was kneeling near the body before he got there. Edward turned his back to her, watching their discouraging surroundings. They were in plain view against the wall of the mountain. Edward pushed the worry aside. If they were attacked, Alexa would handle it as she had the other times they’d faced danger since leaving Lexington.


    They had been together for a month and the trip had been smooth. Not quiet, though. Twice, they’d been spotted by soldiers and been in gunfights to get away. There had also been a rough hour of crossing a river in a small skiff, using oars to push away the awful debris. Black, anxious snakes had paced them the entire time, not hissing, but gliding along the water next to the skiff menacingly.


    Edward looked back to see Alexa’s head lowering. He turned away without much concern. She needed energy, and if the man was dying anyway…


    Alexa concentrated, drawing her strength. “Your name!”


    Daniel opened his eyes, unable to do much more. He didn’t feel pain exactly, but the sense of fading was clear enough. He’d had his one last ride.


    “I offer a second chance...”


    “Let me die.”


    Stung by his desolation, Alexa shoved herself into his thoughts. “I seek Safe Haven.”


    Daniel’s eyes widened. They slowly began to fill with red tears. Even the angels wanted to be in Safe Haven.


    Daniel understood that he was in the process of dying. He was grateful to see a woman’s hard countenance rather than his childhood demons. He only hoped the pain didn’t start before it was over. Being numb was preferable to reality. Isn’t that why he’d done this in the first place?


    Alexa leaned closer, deep in his mind, seeing what had caused him to do this to himself. “I need your strength for the quest, Daniel. You will not die in vain!”


    Her tone allowed no argument.


    Drawn back against his will, Daniel blinked, trying to really see her. Safe Haven…a quest. Adrian!


    His body arched suddenly, eyes foggy, pupils starting to dilate.


    “I will have an answer!”


    Alexa’s roar in his mind brought the world back into focus. Daniel gave the only response he could through broken, bloody lips. “Master.”


    Alexa slanted her mouth over his, the blood ignored. Instead of the inhale Edward was expecting, she blew into the man’s lungs–returning life instead.


    Edward tried to stay focused on the watch, but the man’s screams were terrible. Every breath she blew into him seemed to scrape away another layer of his paralysis, his injuries. It was slow work.


    He’d thought she was ending the man’s pain, but instead…


    “Aaahhhhhhh!”


    Edward grunted, moving away. It would be a rough night for all of them and there was no telling what the noise would bring. “I’ll be up high.”


    Alexa didn’t respond.


    Edward’s jealous heart was appeased a bit. She trusted him to stand the watch. It would be a while before the new man was allowed that honor.
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    “His name is Daniel.”


    Edward looked at the pale man sitting against the cliff that should have taken his life. The Horseman was grateful the screaming had stopped as dawn arrived, but he was in no hurry to welcome the new man. He had enjoyed his time alone with Alexa.


    “As did I, but now, the quest grows more dangerous and we have to, as well. Alone, we will not reach Safe Haven.”


    Edward hung his head. Despite it being a month, he still wasn’t guarding his thoughts from her. “Whatever you need.”


    Alexa’s response was quick. “He needs to be trained, as I have you thus far.”


    Edward’s head snapped up. “Me?”


    Alexa met his surprised look with a raised brow. “Would you lead, while I teach?”


    Edward flushed, hating it that he spent so much time in the wrong, but loving it that she always called him on it. A leader didn’t explain, they taught, and he had already been learning. “When shall I start?”


    There was silence for an answer.


    Edward obediently rose to his feet.


    Alexa watched him move toward Daniel, pleased and tired. She was near to being drained again, shriveled hands hidden deep inside her cloak to be out of view. In a day or so, when Daniel was able to defend himself for a few minutes at a time, she would reward Edward for his obedience and enjoy a much-needed meal. Until then…


    Alexa took up the watch, scanning the apocalyptic mountains around them. Right after the war, the western destruction zone had encompassed the three farthest states. Then the gates had opened and the wastelands had begun spreading.  Now, it was 300 miles beyond and steadily creeping east. Mother Nature wanted her land back. If the descendants didn’t do something soon, she would succeed.


    “How long have you been with her?” Daniel was extremely curious as to what the quest had been like so far. Almost succeeding in taking his own life had given him a new outlook, a new courage that he hadn’t known he possessed until he was over the edge of that cliff.


    Edward was feeling the need to jealously guard those memories, especially the one after he’d proven his loyalty by following Alexa from the bunker. She’d made him hers that night, in more ways than one. “Since Lexington.”


    Edward watched the man’s scarred fingers twitch like his body was being denied something that it craved. Edward noticed that the Biker didn’t react to the healing twitches, even though the pain had to be bad still. Parts of bones and veins were prominent under his skin, clearly not where they should be. Except for his face, Daniel was covered in scars and ugly mementoes that said his life had been rough even before the war.


    “But that’s almost the heart of the wastelands!” Daniel exclaimed, admiring the man’s courage. Of Alexa, he was in awe.


    “Yes.” Edward didn’t want to accept the new man, but he did want to please Alexa. He held out a leather kit. “You’re never to be without this, even when there is nothing in it.”


    He waited for Daniel to take the empty carry bag, and then continued. “Until she says otherwise, you’ll do what I do, down to where and how I step. Copy me at all times.”


    Ggrrrr…


    The loud rumble from the west brought Edward to his feet. The rats were back. “Shit!”


    He spun toward Alexa’s post, but turned back just as quickly. He leaned down into Daniel’s confused face, delivering his first real order of the quest. “You will get into the nearest tree and still be alive when she comes for you!”


    Daniel gave a quick nod and watched Edward take off running. Trouble was coming, but he would be no help. Gritting his teeth, the battered Biker slowly began dragging himself toward the closest moldy trunk. Life mattered again. Daniel was grateful.


    Grimacing at the feel of dragging his broken legs across the rough ground, the man was determined to do his share as soon as he could. When his injuries had mended, he would make sure they both saw how useful he could be.


     


    Alexa motioned Edward under cover as she waited tensely to see how many dogs had been put on their trail this time. The last two attempts had been small teams, but this sounded like a convoy of government trucks.


    Not asking if Daniel was hidden, Alexa drew her gun, glad when Edward followed her lead. She was low on energy to be facing so many. His help was definitely needed.


    Edward watched the trucks crest the rise, the dirt clouds trailing behind them for as far as he could see. Five team trucks… No, nine. Roughly 35 men. The trucks spread out as they neared the base of the cliff, like they were herding prey.


    Edward looked to Alexa in concern.


    Alexa’s mind was racing. The soldiers would know their quarry was close. There wouldn’t be any running, maybe not even hiding. Alone, she and Edward would win every time, but neither of them could stay ahead of the trucks while carrying Daniel. They would have to fight.


    Alexa looked to her first of six with blue chips of icy steel. “Once the soldiers are out of their vehicles, no mercy will be allowed.”


    Edward gave her a short nod that said he would be at her side for the fight and beyond.


    Satisfied, Alexa took aim.
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    “I feel her.”


    Paul’s words caused a round of cheers from the half a dozen soldiers in the hardback with them.


    A harsh glare from Corbin silenced the men. “Where is she?” He looked through the binoculars again. The arid mountain terrain was all he could see with only one good eye.


    Paul struggled to get a clear read on the woman. Her energy wasn’t as vibrant as he was used to. She’s tired, the scientist thought sadly. We’ve hunted her so much that she hasn’t had time to recharge. Aware of Corbin waiting for an answer, Paul grunted. “Keep going. It’s getting stronger.”


    They’d spent the last weeks chasing, rounding up those she’d freed, listening to the tales of their travels from other survivors. Tracking them hadn’t been hard, only tiresome due to her preference for unforgiving terrain.


    “Load your darts nice and tight.” The big bunker still wanted her dead or recaptured, but Corbin had set this in motion and he did not intend to back down now. He would get a tracker dart into her or her fighter, and it would be enough to buy a few more weeks to find something he could use to negotiate with the big bunker.


    The cliff neared, showing them a small, neatly made camp with three bedrolls.


    “There’s her site!”


    Of Alexa, there was no sign, but if she’d left everything behind, then they’d surprised her again. It was the second time it had turned out this way.


    Paul was sure her luck was used up. They would recapture her now, and the hope of Safe Haven would finally vanish entirely, just the way those in charge wanted it. Paul was suddenly glad that Shane hadn’t made it back from the base yet. The air here tasted like death.


    Corbin studied the area, the cliff. There were no tunnels, no crags to allow an escape. She hadn’t gone up. He looked toward the trees that lined the cliff, to the thicket of dead branches that would make a perfect cover. “There she is!”


    Crack!


    The windshield shattered into a series of spiral fractures, surprising everyone inside into a harsh flinch. The thick glass was supposed to be able to stop a slug, but thanks to years of chemical rain, everything now had weak spots.


    Crack!


    The window next to Corbin’s head imploded; glass flew through the truck.


    The driver swerved, automatically turning south to keep from being trapped by the cliff wall. A barrage of gunfire rained on the truck as it turned.


    Corbin was aware of her target as he tied a bandage from his kit around the stinging arm wound she’d just delivered. Blood dripped in thin sheets. She’ll pay for that!


    Alexa fired again, strategically hitting lead vehicles that were sent careening in different directions. The weakened glass had the soldiers looking for a place to use as cover and the opposite cliff wall was the only other place for that purpose. It sent the trucks right by her bullets.


    She’s herding them now. Edward fired again. His shot took out the rest of the windshield on the first truck and he grinned. This real life was perfect.


    Alexa watched the remaining vehicles turn to follow their leader. She saved the rest of the bullets she had in her gun. Waste in any form was destructive to her goals.


    Edward’s smile faded as the soldiers pulled behind the huge boulders that lined the opposite cliff. Men began pouring from the trucks like water. There are so many!


    He watched Alexa drop from the tree like it was a single step. He tensed to follow her flight.


    Bang! Bang!


    Alexa wasn’t running now that the soldiers were out of the protection of their vehicles. Gunfire filled the canyon, echoing off the cliff faces and out into the barren wilderness.
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    “Get down, you idiot!”


    Corbin snatched Paul back by his hair. He shoved the gifted man behind a boulder. “We’re no match for her guns!”


    “But there are more of us.”


    “She’s an Alpha!” Corbin watched his men get slaughtered. His three Lieutenants were trying to call everyone in, but these lower-level men had no discipline.


    Crack!


    Corbin’s eyes narrowed in on the shooters, using a mirror to keep from poking his head out for her to aim at. Only Alexa and one man, but there had been three bedrolls. Where’s her newest fighter?


    His sharp eye went over their camp again. A fire pit had a small pot simmering over it. There was wood with gouges and bloody rags. Someone was hurt. And what did you do with an injured party during a fight?


    “You stash them.” Corbin scanned the area, landed on the dead branches beside the neat camp and found a shadow among the dense limbs. The big bunker wanted her recaptured or hit with tracker juice, but one of her crew would be just as good. “Stay here!”


    Paul watched Corbin hurry toward the vehicles with concern that had grown into alarm by the time the commander slipped around them and out of view. Is he leaving me?
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    Shielded by the trunk, Alexa fired again, taking down one of the closest soldiers. She and Edward were running through Corbin’s men, but where was their leader?


    Edward slapped the magazine in place in time to shoot the last two soldiers within an instant of each other. The chaos was complete. Bodies were spread all over the parched floor of the canyon.


    Alexa waved a hand. “Make sure they’re all dead, gather supplies.”


    Edward nodded. He took a step.


    Crack! Crack!


    “AAAhhhh!”


    They’d heard that noise too much over the last hours to ever mistake it. They both turned toward their camp.


    Alexa made a fast gesture. “Do as you’ve been told!”


    Edward hated the idea of leaving her alone to rescue Daniel, but he obeyed. He moved toward the bodies with fast steps, hoping to be done and back at her side before the fight was over.


    Alexa rounded the edge of the cliff and slowed to a steady pace. She saw Daniel in Corbin’s tight grip and then his newest wounds. Without hands, Daniel couldn’t fight back. Both of his palms were dripping blood.


    “I’ll put the next one through his head!” Corbin dragged the dazed man further into the shadowy cover of the cliff face and its boulders. “Get out here where I can see you!”


    Alexa stepped into view, Colts in hand.


    Corbin’s harsh grin was full of triumph. “Toss them away!”


    Alexa shook her head, hands hanging at her sides. She kept her eyes on Daniel’s. In his blue gaze, she saw determination to survive and the belief that if he were mortally wounded, she would be able to save him again. Good. This way, he would be willing to take risks. He wouldn’t ever be told that there was a limit to what she could do or that it was forbidden. She would eventually have to pay for playing the role of God.


    “Closer!” Corbin was trying to be meticulous, but being close to her without the drugs was distracting, worrisome. She radiated a strength that made him tighten his grip on the mostly helpless man. It hadn’t been hard to figure out that she’d saved him. That made him valuable property. Corbin waved the gun at his remaining two Lieutenants. “Cuff her, put her in my truck.”


    “Now, Daniel!”


    Daniel shoved against his captor at her call, ducking as Alexa did the same.


    Her Colts fired.


    The two remaining soldiers hit the ground.


    Corbin, now alone, struggled to keep Daniel in front of as much of his body as he could. He needed her alive. “Get in the truck or I’ll kill him.”


    Alexa’s laugh was cold. “And give up your shield? I think not.”


    Realizing his bluff was called, Corbin began dragging the man toward the nearest truck. “I’ll take him with me then.”


    “No, you won’t.” Alexa started to raise her gun.


    Corbin’s arm tightened on Daniel’s throat, cutting off his air. “If I die, so does he!”


    “He has no value without hands.” Alexa’s voice was like the dead, it was so cold. “You ruined him. You keep him.”


    There was a shocked silence.


    Corbin stared, not sure if she was now the one bluffing. Would she really leave a man behind?


    Alexa grinned. “How about a deal?”


    Not expecting it, the Commander sneered. “Deals are for the dead!”


    “So they are. Would you make one to save your life this day? I will come for it in my own time.”


    Corbin slowly nodded. “Perhaps if I knew the terms.”


    Alexa didn’t hesitate to bargain with the devil. It was something she expected to do many times before this quest was over. “I will back up, you will do the same. Let him go at the bumper.”


    Corbin caught sight of her other fighter stalking steadily toward them from the battlefield. Corbin let out a defeated grunt. “Fine! Start backing up.”


    Alexa immediately began moving away, face warning Daniel not to disrupt the plan she had just put into motion.


    Corbin loathed her arrogance as she stared at him impassively. That would change after she led him to Safe Haven. When Adrian was wiped from the face of the earth, Corbin and Alexa might just disappear, along with a lot of drugs to keep her under control. He wanted Adrian dead, needed him dead, but the man’s daughter would suffer for years before he finally took her life. The Mitchel family may have forgotten the insult that took his eye, but Corbin hadn’t.


    Alexa knew something wasn’t right, but with Daniel pouring blood and starting to sag in Corbin’s grip, there was little choice but to get him back as quickly as she could. She watched Corbin drag him around the side of the boulders, tripping in his haste. Both men went down.


    Alexa shook her head at Edward. He wanted to rush in and take Corbin out, but that would sign Daniel’s second death warrant and she had no energy left to save him.


    Edward guessed her reason by the restless tap of her fingers on her gun butt. Those fingers were shriveled, ugly to look at. She was too weak for another confrontation that might end in Daniel being wounded further. Right now, his injuries wouldn’t take his life. If the one-eyed man was pushed, Daniel might be lost.


    Despite not wanting a new man on the crew, Edward felt better knowing that Alexa cared for her fighter’s enough to delay Corbin’s death. It didn’t occur to him until later that she might have had different motives.


    As they fell, Corbin slammed the needle into the man’s neck and shoved the plunger home. The struggling man dropped like a stone as the medication hit. Corbin cut the man’s pant leg. A few seconds saw a new scrape-like wound on his calf. Corbin shoved the heavy weight over to move quickly for the truck, not caring that he was the only survivor of this raid. Corbin yanked the door open to find Paul in the passenger seat.


    “I saw what you did.”


    Corbin pulled himself up behind the wheel, face a mask of hatred. “Don’t cross me, Rabbit, or we’ll have a fox hunt.”


    Paul snapped his mouth shut, already sure the paperwork would state that Alexa was the one he’d implanted with the tracker. Corbin’s reports to his superiors and the truth were never the same.
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    “Why didn’t you kill him before he could get to the truck?” Edward had seen her shoot. He knew she could have put a bullet in the man’s head, or at least in his back.


    Alexa didn’t answer, instead going to Daniel’s still form.


    Edward didn’t repeat the question. He hadn’t been with her long enough to be confident, but he believed she hadn’t done it out of kindness or mercy. Those weren’t the reasons she’d saved Daniel, either. Edward doubted she had much of either emotion. The things that Alexa did, good or harsh, were all for the quest. In some strange way, it must benefit her to leave the one-eyed man alive.


    Edward helped her drag Daniel’s unconscious body back to the bedroll, hoping she would tell him to papoose the Biker so they could get on the road. It wasn’t safe to stay here.


    Alexa bound Daniel’s hands, tying the bandages as tight as she could get them. “Papoose him. We need to get underground until his tracker wears off.” She hadn’t seen Corbin do it, but she’d be a fool not to expect it.


    Satisfied, Edward did as he was told. It was a hard new life, but one he already wouldn’t trade for anything.


    Alexa looked over the battle scene, calculating how long it would be before the rats would return. Even considering Corbin’s previous pattern of behavior, it was still hard to guess. The commander wasn’t as lethal as her, but he was clever and those people often managed to come out on top in the end.


    “I won’t let that happen.” Alexa’s voice was like a wave of fire cutting through ice. “My father and I know what to do with the likes of you!”


    Alexa helped Edward get their new man over his shoulder for his first day of travel. They had a long road ahead and a lot of adventures waiting. With any luck, she would have a full crew by the time they reached River City. And then things will get crazy.
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    When they reached the bend of the Little River, the sight of the small town gave no comfort that what Alexa had come for was here.


    River City hadn’t existed before the War. Set near the back hatch of NORAD, the town had begun as a refugee camp that was wiped out by foreign invaders and then rebuilt. A few months later, it was destroyed again by the emerging government. River City had been rebuilt a second time after the volcanic eruption that had coated everything with ash, trapping refugees inside for weeks at a time. The population had taken another large hit, but the town had remained.


    It now boasted seven businesses inside real wooden frames and nearly twice as many slanted, prone-to-collapse homes made from scavenged debris. The people had adjusted, but it was not a place of prosperity. Few groups of people remained this far west.


    Alexa and her small army moved toward the dusty town that had no chemical barrier. There was no pull this time, no sense of being drawn, but with the one she’d come for, there wouldn’t be. Calculated guessing was all that had brought her to River City.


    Alexa and her fighters had now been on the road together through several adventures. Their movements were almost smooth, almost matched. The four men tried very hard to pace her long stride exactly.


    Alexa was proud of the small crew she’d gathered. Today, if she were lucky, there would be a fifth fighter–the magician. The rats that had stayed on their trail had planted a number of trackers with well-aimed darts over the 16 weeks since the start of the quest, but Alexa knew that was on purpose. Corbin didn’t want her recaptured, only traceable all the way to Safe Haven.


    A small movement in the distance caught the attention of Edward. He wore his rugged good looks proudly now, unlike when they’d first met. His full lips and hard jawline no longer hinted at how unstable he’d been before joining her. “Dust whirls. Too low for a storm.”


    “How many riders?” Her voice was tightly laced with approval.


    Edward studied. “At least five, maybe with spare mounts.”


    “Coming to River City?” Billy had massive hands and thick forearms that had killed upon her orders and were ready to do so again. Each of her fighters had been gathered in the same fashion. Only the settings, the reasons for their despair, were different.


    “Aye. Mind your six, my pets, and remember your lessons.” Alexa increased her pace, wanting a cushion of time in town before the riders came. She wasn’t sure why, but there had been too many battles won on instinct alone to ever ignore it. “Watch form.”


    The males moved into a rotating pattern around her billowing cloak as she scented the air. The town looked abandoned. Alexa used her gifts to evaluate, relentlessly searching for danger. Her first crew might survive if she were careful enough. Her father’s hadn’t.


    The air was thick with watery rot. It tasted no better, harsh with the chemicals still lingering even now. At that thought, she drew up enough saliva to spit. The dust had settled, thanks to the late-night rain, but the hardpan under their feet was still parched. She could hear the angry roar of the river, one of the few normal sounds in Afterworld, but it was no more upset than usual. Things were calm. If not for that slightly closer dust whirl in the distance, she might have suspected there was no threat here at all.


    The road into River City began to slope downward. The thick, sickly trees thinned into no cover at all by the time they hit the bottom of the dirt street. Half a mile away now, they were visible to those in the town. Nearby, parts of Ft. Collins stood as a reminder of the horrible struggle for survival that had started it all. The town that had protected NORAD had fallen with it. The fighters couldn’t see the charred frames or tattered skeletons now, but they’d passed them on their way and stepped lightly until they were out of view. Ghosts lurked in such places. That was common knowledge.


    “Cover switch.”


    It was impressive to see five fighters in long cloaks remove and replace their hats with slightly larger versions at the same time, all without losing pace or form. Each one was done with a simplicity that wasted no energy, but allowed an artistic flair that made the woman leading them tighten her lips against the pride. So they could switch to bulletproof hats in one neat, eye-catching move. Could they walk for a week straight? Shoot the leaves off trees? Fight to the death?


    This time, she allowed the tiny grin to liven her usually expressionless face. Yes. Her men could do all of that and more. Her training had been relentless.


    Mark, her newest man, frowned. “The church has a dozen people inside.”


    Alexa didn’t respond. The green letters tattooed across his 10 knuckles said more about Mark than anything else. I WILL-KILL U. It was a warning and a description.


    Mark had been in an underground slam with the other killers, but that hadn’t stood in her way. When she’d left the Boulder complex, he’d been at her side. His wardens had wisely negotiated his release.


    Finding Mark once they snuck inside hadn’t been hard. His level of pain had drawn her harder than any of the others. Mark hadn’t been sorry for his crimes. He felt no remorse for the killings. He also had stamina. Of all her men, he was the most fit, the most physically imposing.


    The landscape hardened around their boots, becoming more jagged. The group picked out signs of the world that had once been with angry hearts. It hurt to see the smaller skeletons. It felt wrong to crunch them under heavy boots.


    “There’s a bunker hole.” Daniel reminded her he had a good eye for details. The Biker was lanky and limber, the smallest of their group. He was the one sent into places the rest of them couldn’t fit. His tone said he wanted to use that skill on this old-world relic.


    “Maybe we’ll do some digging before we go, if there’s still an interest after our work here is done.”


    That pleased them. Uncovering the secrets of the past was fodder for their adventurous souls.


    Alexa swung into full alert as they reached the town. Determined to get what she’d come for, she let the fire demon inside take control as they crossed from the Colorado borderlands into Wyoming.


    Alexa and her four fighters moved through the town with slow, sure steps, eyes shifting between doorways and shadowy alleys. With the wind whipping black cloaks as they circled, the men appeared to be royal servants bent on being useful to their queen.


    Those watching muttered quietly with impressed disapproval and fear.


    Alexa’s hands stayed on her guns, cloak pushed back for access to the deadly Colts.


    There was little doubt that she could use them. The surprise of seeing a woman with a male crew was the most obvious reaction from the few dozen men and women peering out of dusty windows, but there was also a hint of curiosity. River City wasn’t famous for gunfighters or even for guns. The glory came from still being a water town even four years after the war. Many things could be had here, good and bad, but of strong fighters and weapons, there were few.


    Doonngg!


    The church bell echoed loudly for a long minute, but the fighters didn’t slow. Their leader had intentionally come while the religious refugees would be holding services and out of the way. Believing this new world to be the punishment of God, the converts were often the hardest to deal with.


    Alexa moved toward the only open pub and the men flanking her sent hard glares that warned the townspeople to take care. At this time on Sunday, those not attending church were either doing chores or hanging around in the bar. Not that there was real whiskey anymore, but even grain alcohol would produce intoxication and dim this ugly world for a while. With enough of the homemade brew, the eyes might dim forever. Blindness was a common result of that thievery and ignorance.


    Alexa paused with a hand on the swinging door, turning to look at the small, neat blacksmith’s shed next to the pub. She gave the man standing there a nod of recognition. His sense of strength was clear.


    Pleasing her, he returned the gesture with a half bow and a smile of welcome.


    Alexa stared a moment longer, making sure her fighters understood the man was now under consideration for their crew.


    All four men took his measure with hard stares of their own while they took their assigned places for this situation. Alexa had been drilling them even during break times, making sure they could teach it as well as do it. Two of the fighters would stay on Alexa’s flank, and the other two would guard the door. It had been harder to do when there had only been three fighters to watch her six. Mark joining them had been great. Now, there would be a fifth to share the chores and loneliness.


    The door creaked as Alexa swung it open, sharp blue eyes picking out a dozen drinkers that were hard to distinguish from the decaying furnishings. Both wore the same colorlessness of neglect and danger. Alexa’s lips thinned into a hard line. “I’m a man down.”


    Her fire-roughened voice cut through the stillness, where many of the haggard patrons opened their mouths only to snap them shut. It was easy to guess how she’d lost a man. The Colts on her lean hips were the shiniest things in the pub.


    A shuffling noise from the far, dark corner brought Alexa’s attention to the three men playing Hob-Jong with fragile, ancient playing cards.


    Two of them went on with the game, but the third man, lean and unkempt, turned vivid green eyes on her. “How much?”


    His gruff voice told her he was a killer, but not the kind she needed.


    “The success of the quest.”


    The card player grunted, dropping his eyes back to the rickety deck. The years since the war had been ugly for Rick. He’d once been the wolf in sheep’s clothing, and after that, the pied piper, leading men to violent deaths. Now, he was a scavenger, one of the best, but his mind was always in the past. “What is it that you seek?”


    There was dead silence in the smoky pub at Rick’s question. There was a sense that her answer would be better than a rescue mission or a treasure hunt.


    “Safe Haven.” Her words echoed eerily.


    There was a flurry of mutters and gasps, but the hard case only nodded as if he’d known all along. “The biggest myth of all.” The steel in her gaze drew Rick in despite his attempts to remain aloof. “You have proof?”


    The scowl was in her frosty response. “I search for what I know exists.” Alexa’s voice became scornful. “What I suspect you know exists, as well, but you’ll not be at my side, grifter!”


    She spun toward the door and saw the Blacksmith was just outside it and listening intently. “Anyone else can try.”


    Alexa flashed a hand over the bar as she walked by, letting a large chunk of gold clatter to the grooved wooden counter. “That belongs to the winner.”


    The woman stepped back out into the colder air. None of those inside would leave with her. They had no true courage, even the card player. But for the man standing nearby, this town was likely already dead and didn’t know it. There had been more life here the last time she’d come.


    “You might try the Preacher.”


    Her gaze went to the Blacksmith in curiosity. High cheekbones creased with laugh lines suggested he’d lived happily before the war, but the lack of amusement in his sapphire eyes said differently. Taller than her other men, he wore the same dark coloring and intelligent face.


    “Before the war, Jacob was government.”


    The man’s tone was calm, bored even, as he ignored her protective men. Alexa felt her lips curl into a small line of interest that he responded to with his welcoming body language. It said he’d been waiting for her.


    “My thanks.” She waited, hoping he would know the code.


    “My honor.” David paused. “Is that right? I don’t remember as much of it now. No one talks like that anymore.”


    “Like what, iron bender?”


    He smiled at the term, showing neat, white teeth. “The descendant speech.”


    Alexa moved closer, openly evaluating. “And where did you hear it at all?”


    “From my mother, and others.” His eyes darkened with that admission, tone becoming abrupt. “The Preacher is called Jacob. You’ll know him by his scarred face.”


    It was a dismissal.


    Alexa left him with the scowls of her fighters at his sudden rudeness. “Set it up.”


    Billy and Mark lined up large targets that they pulled from those impossibly small carry bags. The other two men, Edward and Daniel, fell into a slowly revolving guard around the woman.


    People stared at them from doors and windows, whispers floating on the dusty wind.


    “Gonna try, I am.”


    “Got no use for gold, not in trade for my soul.”


    “You see her eyes? Kill ya, as soon as look at ya, that one!”


    Alexa tuned them out, but kept her attention on the tall, lean man watching her intently from near the pub door as the battered townspeople began to spill out. The Blacksmith would have a turn, but there was more than excitement in his expression. There was relief, the kind that said he’d been waiting for her for a very long time.


    Stooped over from constantly plowing an unforgiving earth, the people of River City were tired. It was in their arthritic hands and drooping faces. Each day’s survival was hard-won. Most wore jeans and long jackets, but a few boasted the coats of gunfighters, despite not belonging to that dangerous classification of refugee. Alexa wasn’t encouraged. She waved a hand at Edward, who moved the shooters into a clumsy line. Very little was said.


    Alexa held out one of her guns to the first of them with an expressionless countenance. “One shot. Do the best you can.”


    It was pitiful to view. None of the first half even hit close to a target. There were only four shooters left when one of them finally clipped an edge.


    Alexa waited calmly, aware that the noise had drawn the church people. The Preacher stood in front of his sweetly dressed flock of five to glare at her with dark, disapproving blue eyes framed by jagged scars that crisscrossed his cheek and forehead. The reverend hadn’t always been peaceful. Narrow hips and an unruly mane of bushy black curls spun with the wind as he moved their way.


    The last shooter also trimmed the target, but none of them expected to be invited along and none were. As the townspeople slowly headed back to the pub, Edward was there to press a small bit of gold dust into each of their dry palms.


    Alexa motioned. “Take it down.”


    “Another shooter? Upon a condition.”


    Alexa raised an expectant brow at the lean Blacksmith. “And that would be?”


    A few of the barflies had stopped to listen, but Alexa’s Eagles gently moved them on, giving her privacy. Except for the Preacher. They were now aware that this might be a double stop.


    “I’d know the job first. I’m not a hired killer.”


    Alexa’s mouth opened, but the Preacher answered for her.


    “That’s all she’s come for. A fifth trained dog!”


    The Blacksmith read a small amount of satisfaction in the beautiful blonde’s eyes, reminding him of the past in hurtful waves. There was no surprise for him when she simply held out the weapon.


    The Preacher barked a laugh. “Well, at least she doesn’t deny it.” Jacob’s tone softened a bit. “Go on and have your turn, David. Perhaps you’ve had enough of this place.”


    Alexa ignored the bitter man, not looking away from the Blacksmith. “I search for something long gone and nothing will stop me from finding it. Nothing.”


    David only considered for a moment, then he reached for the gun.


    “The only good man here and she’ll take him away!” Jacob’s voice grew louder. “And what is it he’ll die for? Nothing!”


    Alexa also ignored this outburst, as did most of her men. The one who responded had been with her the longest, had the most right.


    “You’ll have a turn as well. Anyone with that much anger to spew is no religious man.”


    The Preacher spun to argue with Edward, but the sound of David’s shot stopped him.


    “Near perfect. Very nice.”


    Alexa’s praise had the same effect on David that it did the rest of her men. She moved from his line of sight before he could fall at her feet, as they still did sometimes when she caught them off guard. Her gifts, her pleasure, gave them strong bursts of devotion. It was a descendant side effect that she’d learned to use. The witch inside was appealing to males. “Last shooter!” She shoved the gun into his hand.


    The religious leader might have resisted if not for the way her scent blew over him. When he shuddered, Alexa’s fighters understood. It was a smell like no other, one that called, tempted. And she knew what effect it had. She was standing in just the right place.


    The scarred man shivered again when she smiled softly.


    “It’s time for you to make your choice, Jacob.” Her tone became merciless. “I will leave you.”


    She turned from him with that and each of her men knew what his response would be.


    Crack!


    His shot was dead on the target, blowing out the entire center.


    Alexa nodded without looking back. “Tear it down. I’ll be at the church. Stay within a call.”


    A subtle sexuality filled the air as the minds of her men turned to the few working women watching them hungrily. Not voicing her disapproval, Alexa moved toward the rickety church that was now empty.


    Jacob followed with a furious glare toward David, who was disappearing into the pub to get the gold.


    The church was spotless, clean enough to eat from the wooden floor and yet, it was unloved. The candles were lit, and even the offering plate held valued items, but it had not been done with care. There was no feeling of awe or reverence, only of disappointment. To Alexa, it was clear that the Preacher didn’t want to be here. “Will you break bread with me, Jacob?”


    He flinched at the name as it echoed inside the rickety shack, scarred face at a loss for words. He blew out an angry breath. “Yes.”


    Alexa chose the altar purposely, laying out a simple meal of smoked meat, wine, and hard bread. She moved to wash with no thought to his feelings, but there was only a low mutter when she dirtied the blessed water. Good. He would have to leave these things behind to come with her.


    Jacob watched her move, her firm, healthy body twisting his mind into fiery pits and sweaty fantasies. She was beautifully made.


    When she pushed her cloak back to begin the meal, he felt his body harden, ache. I want her!


    “Enough to forsake your vows, to kill on command as my sixth trained dog?” She sent out more of the pheromones that drew men to her.


    Flushing in horror at having his words used that way, Jacob dipped his head. Forced to choose between his nature and keeping up the lie, he struggled. “I… Yes.”


    Alexa broke the bread. “I belong to no man.”


    He cringed at the tone.


    “So it’s understood. You’ll share to seal your promise?”


    It wasn’t a hard choice. Really, there wasn’t a choice at all. “Yes.”


    His husky whisper caused her to smile. This time, she let the effect land on him. “Mine?”


    Jacob fell to his knees at the altar. “Yes! Thank you for wanting me!”


    Satisfied, Alexa handed him half of the bread. “We are so bonded, Jacob. Nothing shall break it.”
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    “I was afraid.”


    Jacob’s shameful whisper drew no response as they lay together. He continued with a shaking voice. “Because of my face.”


    Alexa’s bare chest rose and fell evenly in the silence.


    His tone became urgent. “I’m sorry!”


    She responded instantly this time. “If I told you to go right now, naked, to the whores who lay with my men and shoot them?”


    Sated and wanted, Jacob didn’t even think about refusing. “I don’t have a gun. Can I use yours?”


    Alexa chuckled tiredly. It was a dangerous thing, the way she’d always been able to bind men to her, and yet, it was useful. With these six, she would now be able to find Safe Haven. “When I leave, you’ll be at my side and with a weapon of your own.”


    Filled with pain and joy, Jacob let her pull him close, this time to sleep.
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    Alexa stepped from the church to find four of her men lounging patiently around the steps. David also waited nearby with a kit and bedroll on his wide shoulders.


    Alexa looked at Daniel and then back to David. “Your student.”


    Daniel nodded willingly, eager to please his mistress.


    Alexa stepped aside to let their newest member be seen. “This one as well.”


    Gone was the traditional black and white garb of a religious man, and no beard tempered the ugliness of his scars. In their place was the complete outfit that all of her men wore.


    In his mid-twenties, Jacob’s dark eyes gazed back with no expression, but the healthy color in his cheeks told the others he’d enjoyed his time alone with their leader. If not for the scars, his baby soft skin would probably have been hard for women to resist. Without them, he could have easily been the best looking member of her crew. Instead, he appeared the cruelest.


    Edward smothered his faint twinge of jealousy. “The riders came in.”


    Noting the deep purple of the coming sunset, Alexa moved down the stairs.


    Edward fell in on her right and the others followed, showing the two new men where to walk.


    “Eleven horses and eight men wearing Nazi gear and markings. They went into the pub and straight upstairs, like they were meeting someone.”


    “Did they know you were watching?”


    “Yes.” Edward was uneasy. “Their leader is sharp...dangerous.”


    Alexa didn’t doubt his observation. She was only eager to make her own. “Daniel, take the rookies and set up camp a mile east. Get them started.”


    Daniel waved at the men, turned toward the west. A direction given in public meant the opposite to keep the rats on their trail guessing.


    The two new men didn’t want to go, but neither protested this first order. They moved away with reluctant steps.


    Edward talked faster as Alexa’s pace increased. “White, army clothes and boots with the swastikas. The leader carries a dual sword belt, but only one saber.”


    Alexa stopped at the bottom of the pub steps; her three remaining men waited while she considered.


    What would their kind come to River City for? The only thing here was the town itself. It was prone to flooding and there was little of real value. Except...this town rested on top of what had once been a vital government bunker.


    Alexa looked at the only mounts in sight. The Nazis’ horses, probably the last in this dusty state, were nearly dead. The blackie with the limp would be lame as soon as the swelling went down in his fetlock. What would make them ride such valuable animals into the ground? In this new world, a good horse was precious. The only reason her group didn’t have them was because it wasn’t necessary and the lengthy, bonding journey was.


    Her eyes narrowed. Only three things held any power now–food, water, and weapons. They must think the bunker still held one of those.


    “And my fighters want to explore.” Alexa’s smile was hard as she turned away. “Maybe we’ll meet in the darkness.”


    Alexa moved them into the brittle trees, not seeing the town lighting up behind her as dusk fell, but she was aware that it was coming to life. After such a hard ride, would those men wait for daylight or head out as soon as the town settled for the night? Her pace increased again. She and her three available hands had a stop to make that would answer that question.


     


     


    4


    Glittering green eyes watched their passage with longing and contempt in equal measures. She’d excluded him for a religious freak and an iron bender. Not that there weren’t reasons for Rick’s existence other than Safe Haven, such as the riders who’d come in four days late, but to be left for the likes of those two! It was an insult the traitor took to heart.


    Rick watched the woman pause on the steps with a familiarity that he instantly loathed. He’d seen her kind once before. He had tried to kill them all and failed. Had she sensed it on him?


    The woman turned away.


    Rick eased out the door and headed for the outside stairs to the loft. He had a goal here that would get done, but the blonde and her fighters were now in the front of his bitter, calculating mind. Cesar had been gone for half a decade. His charred gold convertible was overgrown with nature, but Rick was still looking for a way to avenge the evil slave trader he’d belonged to. The two months after the war had been the best of his life and someone would pay for ending that. Maybe this woman and her small army. He’d failed to kill Adrian, to extinguish Safe Haven’s light, but fate had just given him a second chance to keep it from returning.
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    Jacob and David followed Daniel into the thin trees, glancing over their shoulders repeatedly looking for Alexa.


    Knowing it was expected of him, Daniel drew in a breath and spun around. “Pay attention!” He barked it loud enough to make them both freeze in surprise. “She doesn’t need you that much! Earn your place.”


    The teacher turned his back and moved on.


    The two men hurried to catch up, sharing rueful looks, but neither of them considered changing their minds.


    “Do what I do, all the time. Start now.” Daniel began to move in a rotating watch pattern that they tried hard to copy. As they went past the bunker hole, that glint of steel was noted again and ignored. There would be time later, if Alexa allowed it.


    “We do everything one way–hers. You’ll be my students, but she’s the real teacher.” He led them through the trees at a fast clip, a bit disappointed that he would miss the fight with the riders, but he was eager to help make her choices fit in. Daniel had only earned one reward from Alexa in the time he’d been with her. He wasn’t quite as fast or sharp as the others, but with a gun, he was still lethal. He was hoping he would be a good teacher, too, and be noticed for it.


    Hearing their steps, the rustle of their clothes, their breathing, he spun again. “You make too much noise! You’ll get her killed.”


    With that awful warning, Daniel turned toward the path. They, too, would have an apprentice someday if the mistress approved it. Mark had been his first. He had been Edward’s. They shared everything.


    That sent his thoughts back to pleasing Alexa. Daniel frowned. It wouldn’t please her that he wasn’t focused on this task. He was the first to have two students at the same time. He wanted her to be proud. Daniel stepped aside, waving a scarred hand. “There’s a trail here. We’ll go on when one of you find it.”

  


  
    
​

    Chapter Six



    The Mystery


     


     


     


    1


    Five once beautiful horses emerged from the knee-high fog with foaming mouths and unhappy noises of misery. They were ignored.


    “You sure?”


    “Yes.” The riders talked openly, not worried about attracting attention. In this new world, Nazis were once again a powerful group. Only those not afraid of death challenged them.


    “Didn’t like the look of ‘em.”


    “Me neither.”


    “Stop it, shut up.” Their leader commanded obedience. “Set up a perimeter. We’re almost there.”


    “Where?”


    “The bunker, idiot. You go in first.”


    “Aww, man.”


    The authority was shoddy at best, but when the dirty grubber in the center glared, the man on his far right looked away.


    “Fifty-foot northeast from where I’m sittin’. Find it.”


    Two of the men hurried ahead. Using small lighters to see by, their flames cast eerie shadows on the cactus and briar patches that surrounded them.


    The hired hands were just that–extra fingers without brains. The leader watching them swallowed his uneasy feeling. He’d left his regular men in Lincoln to avoid splitting this reward evenly, but Donny wished he’d chosen differently now. These four were useless for anything more than sniffing duty.


    “Found it.”


    The metal hatch wasn’t sealed. It came open with only minimal effort, making the leader’s stomach churn. Someone else had been here, recently. “Guns out, use torches and canisters. You know the drill.”


    They moved slowly, clearly reluctant to venture into the stinking darkness.


    “Can’t this wait for daylight?”


    “No. The dust storm slowed us up. We have to deliver the gas and vials to Roscoe in five days. He’s meeting us in Lincoln and we’ll have to hurry to make that.”


    “But I thought we was...”


    Tiring, Donny spun around and knocked the whining man off his horse with a single brutal blow to the temple. “Get in there!”


    The bleeding man crawled the few feet and disappeared into the ground.


    Donny turned to the others. “You two get the perimeter set. Ben, you’re with me.”


    Donny let Ben go in first, pausing to take a map from his belt. With a last glare of warning toward the two nervous guards, he also vanished into the ground.


     


     


    2


    “Get the rabbit. A single shot each.” Knowing one of them to be unarmed, Daniel left his holster clear and immediately felt a rookie slide his Colt free and fire to the right.


    The fat hare dropped with two bullet wounds. Jacob had his own gun, given to him by Alexa.


    David slid Daniel’s gun back into the holster and then went to get the rabbit without being told.


    Daniel hid a grin. She’d chosen well again.
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    Donny froze on the long ladder of the bunker as the two shots echoed. The sound of a scuffle from the darkness below was little comfort. “Give us some light, Ben.”


    There was no response, though Donny could feel the ladder vibrating and knew he wasn’t alone on it. His eyes widened, realizing what that meant.


    Donny fumbled awkwardly for his gun, but it was too late to stop the relentless hands that jerked him off the rope and sent him into the darkness below. “Aaahhh...”


    Thud!


    Alexa was satisfied. “Give us some light.”


    A single emergency stick flared a second later, implying her men had been ready and waiting for the order, but also willing to function in the dark despite most of them fearing it. Aware of her own terrors, Alexa grunted her approval. She scanned the new bodies that had fallen on top of dozens of dusty skeletons, wanting to be sure that there were no survivors down here. There wasn’t.


    The signs of past radiation sickness were evident in broken bottles of iodine tablets and dust covered stacks of empty bandage boxes, but there would be more horror in here soon. Edward had made short work of the Nazi guards topside. Their bodies would be dropped into this hole. Then it would all be burnt.


    Full of cobwebs and dust, the wide space they’d found was a panic room. The number of bodies directly below the hatch suggested there hadn’t been time to get the new President to safety. Moldering furniture couldn’t hide the story of the awful ending that had occurred here. Cartridge casings and bloodstains still glared at them from beneath grinning skulls.


    “Five-minute scan, in sight.”


    A web of other rooms sprawled out from this one, but they only needed to look in the first open door to know searching the abandoned complex was useless. The skeleton on the revolting couch was mutated. Staying here might still be dangerous.


    Alexa concentrated, suddenly sure they’d stumbled onto something she needed. There was a sense of peace here despite the nightmares filling these dark halls, a feeling of safety.


    The witch inside scented the stale, stinking air and caught a ghostly whiff of Polo that was instantly gone. Adrian!


    Alexa lit her torch with a mutter, brightening the enormous room around them to find the message sprayed across the monitors in front of her.


    All of the fighters stared in stunned surprise.


     


    Safe Haven


    All Survivors Welcome


    NE to WY


    Channels 7 & 17


     


    And along the bottom:


     


    God Bless the United States and those we leave behind!


     


     


    4


    “Have a constant loyalty to New America, and you’ll fit with us. Slack off, forget your place, endanger her intentionally or accidentally, and I’ll remove you.”


    Not quite sure if that was a bluff or not, neither man was willing to challenge that. Daniel’s next words eased some of their tension.


    “There will not be jealousy or attempts to control any part of her. She is not yours or ours. We are hers and we share everything.”


    Wondering, but not daring to ask if that included intimacy, both rookies continued to listen and copy Daniel as they walked.


    “If you have questions, ask them carefully, respectfully. You can come to me or any of the others when you don’t know what to do. We’ve all gone through the same training you’re starting today.” Daniel said it with little emotion. “The quest matters to you for your own reasons, as it does to each of us, but don’t ever let your needs or desires come before hers. The rest of us will run you out before she has to.” Daniel glared at them now. “Do you understand these rules? There won’t be second chances.”


    Jacob and David both nodded, aware that it now felt like a fool’s quest without the woman here.


    “Good.” Daniel flipped a hand at the ugly Preacher. “You’re on my right. David on my left. No matter what else is going on, unless she says different, do what I do.”


     


     


    5


    Two bottles crashed to the bunker floor in rapid succession, followed by a small torch. Firelight began to glare balefully up at them from the hole.


    “Cover it. The wind down there says it’ll have enough fuel. No need to advertise where it started.” That sent her thoughts back to the other Nazis waiting in town. Would those come looking for these?


    After a moment of consideration, she turned away. It didn’t matter. The best had come with their leader and those hadn’t been very good. The remaining flunkies would likely run, but somewhere, there was a bigger man pulling all these strings. It bothered Alexa to leave him unpunished. It was unlikely that her father would have.


    These men had said they were meeting their buyer, Roscoe, in Lincoln. Perhaps she and her fighters would get lucky enough to pass through Nebraska. To want deadly gases and chemicals meant there was someone in mind to use them on. Alexa’s heart burned with fury. Hadn’t all the hell of the war been enough to make people see the error in the old ways?


    Slightly off tune to her mood swing, the three fighters followed her through the darkness toward their camp, wondering if she would give a reward. Granted, it had been only a small battle, but they had done well.


    When they stepped into the firelight of camp, the three males shared smiles of resignation. What they’d done tonight was nothing compared to what Daniel had accomplished in their short absence. If there was a reward given tonight, he would be the lucky man to receive it.


    Jacob and David were now dressed identical to the rest, and their tools and gear were exactly as they should be. It was easy to see the rookies approved of the new setup from the way they were working. Their hands didn’t fumble, but drew needed items without looking as they built side-by-side smokeless fire pits in front of a one-man canvas that appeared to have been set up and broken down multiple times. Near these was a larger fire with a pot charring in the softly flickering flames. Fresh stacks of wood sat nearby, as did seven freshly filled canteens.


    Alexa moved into their camp with a lighter heart, her mood improving. They’d found the first message on the day they had become seven strong. Fate had led her here. If it also took them away from Nebraska and Roscoe, so be it.


    Daniel hand signaled an instruction to the new men, then watched Alexa as they hurriedly began serving the meal to the others now sitting in a loose circle nearby. She’d saved him, given him a new reason for living. Did she know how grateful he was?


    The rookies were as careful as their teacher had cautioned them to be, also eager to show the woman they were serious. The meal passed slowly, enjoyably. While they all ate, the others filled Daniel in on the bunker and the clue they’d found. The talk quickly moved to planning.


    “We’ll hit Cheyenne and try to stock up, unless anyone knows of a better place?” There was silence, each of them enjoying the beans and biscuits. Alexa waited patiently, looking over her men. With a quick smile and a thick goatee, Billy was the quiet rebel of her group. He still favored colorful t-shirts under his fighting clothes–the kind with slogans best kept covered around strangers–and if there was a joke to be told, he was the first to do it.


    Sitting next to the Driver, Mark preferred a cleanshaven scalp and spent time achieving it daily. The sexy muscles of his head and arms glistened in the firelight. Each of her men had their own addition to the uniform she’d given them. For Billy, it was the t-shirts beneath his clothes. For Mark, it was the cutoff sleeves of the black shirt that had already given his skin a deep, beautiful bronze glow.


    At his side was the Preacher. Jacob’s concession to the uniform was the cross he wore next to his heart. He was a contradiction, her religious killer.


    After Jacob’s scarred face, Daniel was ugliest among them with all his battle marks. He’d lived for thrills before the war and his body had paid the price in stitches, gashes, slashes, and gouges that littered his hands, arms, and legs. Only his face was unblemished, showing a handsome profile that had been protected out of vanity.


    David, her future magic user, was taller than the rest of her men, both in size and nature, and carried an aloofness that matched her own.
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